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FOREWORD 

I REMEMBER, over thirty years ago, when I was a 
boy of eight, sitting in a classroom in my London school, 
trying to learn by heart the first two stanzas of the poem 
jChat begins: 

It was a summer’s evening, 

Old Kaspar’s work was done . . . 

How I envied Old Kaspar — ^whoever he was ! For me, it 
was a very hot summer afternoon, and my work wasn’t 
nearly done: in fact, it was hardly started. I couldnt learn 
that tiresome poem. I couldn’t see the point of learning it, 
or the point of the poem at all. The page grew blacker and 
bicker with my sweaty finger-marks. Flies buzzed on the 
window-pane. A honeyed smell of lime-trees came through 
the window. Once, a street musician came along and played 
‘Pop goes the weasel’ on his fiddle, leaping into the air every 
time he came to the ‘Pop!’ But, even vi^ithout those 
distractions, I don’t expect I should have learned the poem; 
and I’m sure I should never have learned to like it. I know 
I started writing verse, at the age of nine or ten, long before 
I enjoyed reading it: and I know I missed a great deal of fun 
as a result. ^ 

Nowadays poetry is taught much more sensibly in schools. 
You’re not generally given great chunks of dull verse to 
learn. Your teachers choose poems more suited to your 
taste, or let you choose your own: they read poetry to you 
more often: they teach you how to speak it, solo or in 
chorus ; they let you listen to the poetry lessons on the radio. 
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Foreword 


Best of all, they’re often so keen on it themselves that they 
make you feel it’s a real pleasure, something really worth 
while. In this book I want to do just the same. It’s written 
for boys and girls: I’ve been helped by quite a number of 
boys and girls in writing it; and I’ve tried to put nothing 
in it which you can’t understand. Being a poet myself, I 
have an inside knowledge of poetry, which makes it easier 
in some ways (but more difficult in others) to write a book 
like this. Perhaps some of you will become poets when 
you’re grown up, and I expect most of you one time or 
another will try to write in verse. I can’t give you much 
help there. What I do hope is that this book will help you 
to enjoy reading poetry,. will persuade you that poetry is 
one of the great things of life which it would be a shame to 
miss. 

A good many of the poems I mention or quote from in 
the book can be found in my anthology for boys and girls 
called The Echoing Green (published by Basil Blackwell, 
Oxford) : the numbers after each extract refer to the volume 
and page where you can find the poem from which it is 
taken. 
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POETRY FOR YOU 


I 

WHAT IS THE USE OF POETRY? 

A L O T of young people — ^and a lot of grown-ups, too, 
who ought to know Ijetter — ask this question. They 
are suspicious of poetry. When some one is suspicious of 
poetry, or painting or music, it is generally because he does 
not understand them, does not see the point of them. We 
are always suspicious and a litde afraid of things we do not 
understand. ' But, instead of admitting this, we are apt to 
invent reasons for our dislikes which are more compliment- 
ary to ourselves. If you ask people who ‘have no use for 
poetry’ why they don’t like it, they’ll probably answer, 
^poetry is daft,’ ^poetry is soft and unmanly,’ or ‘poetry won’t 
help you to get on in life, to get a job, to make money.’ 
Let’s take these ideas one by one, and see what they 
amount to. 

'Poetry is daft' 

People who say poetry is daft are usually frightened of 
life, frightened of their own feelings and the mysteriousness 
of the world. Poetry is a special way of using words in 
order to create a special effect upon the reader and to light 
tip the world for him. If you’re afraid of having your feel- 
ings stirred in the way poetry can stir them, if you don’t 
want to see more of the world than meets the eye, if you’re 
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afraid to see beyond your own nose, then you will certainly 
avoid poetry as you would aivoid a lunatic. But that does 
not prove that poetry, or poets, are mad. In the old days, 
people used to think the prophets were mad and throw 
stones at them? but very often they found out in the long 
run that the prophets had been right and they themselves" 
wrong. It was the same with the poets. In fact, when you 
read the Old Testament, you reaHze that many of the 
Hebrew prophets were poets. From the earUest times, there 
had been a close connection between poetry and magic; 
and long after this connection ceased, there still survived a 
vague n otion that the poet had supernatural powers. The 
ancient Greeks believed that poets were ‘possessed’ by a god 
when they wrote poetry : our word “^ enthu siasm* comes from 
a Greek word meaning this very thing — the state of havmg 
a god inside you. And people still talk about the poet’s 
‘inspiration,’ which means a spirit breathed into him from 
somewhere outside. 

But we must not assume, because of this, that poets are 
crazy. After all, you don’t have to be a poet to feel ‘enthusi- 
asm’: each of you has moments when he feels a strange, 
unaccountable excitement welling up inside him, a kind of 
‘inspiration’; but you don’t go whizzing off to die doctor 
and ask him whether he doesn’t think you ought to be put 
into a lunatic asylum. Some poets do go mad, of course — 
"William Blake, William Cowper, John Clare, Christopher 
Smart did, and they were all fme poets. The wonder is that 
more poets don’t get queer in the head; for poets carry about 
inside themselves, so to speak, a specially sensitive apparatus, 
which can be very easily damaged. But, even when a poet 
himself seems to be mad, his poetry is often sane — far saner 
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and wiser than the talk of many men who boast that there is 
‘no nonsense’ about them. 

‘Poetry is soft’ 

Now that’s a most extraordinary thing to say. There’s 
nothing in the world less* soft than poetry. A good poem is 
just about as hard as a diamond : it has to be, or it wouldn’t 
last for centuries and continue to thrill men as keenly as it 
did when first it was written. Think of t^e things you Igiow 
that have the longest lives — ^yew-trees, tortoises, marble 
temples, ancient castles. Well, a good poem can Hve on for 
centuries longer than a tortoise or a yew-tree; when the 
castle and the temple are no more than beautiful old ruins, 
a poem written in the same year as that in which they were 
built may still be as bright and new as ever.»- 

‘All right,’ perhaps you’re saying, ‘I admit poetry isn’t 
soft. But poets are. Every one knows that.’ Well, if you 
think so, you’re wrong again. The Elizabethan age was 
one of the great ages of English poetry: the Ehzabethans 
were a very tough lot of people indeed, but they never 
called their poets soft. Sir PhiUp Sidney, who told them 
to give the drink of water to another soldier when he him- 
self was dying, was one of the best Ehzabethan poets. In 
the last war EngUsh poets fought gallandy and many of 
them died. There was one who used to creep into the 
enemy trenches at night, alone, armed only with a heavy 
stick, and lay out all the Germans he came across. Anothet 
was killed while leading his men across a heavily defended 
canal in France. Both of these got the Mihtary Cross. In 
the present war, many of our young poets are fighting, 
and some hav^ been killed. 
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But that isn’t really the point. The chief reason why it is 
silly to call poets soft is not because they can fight as bravely 
as any one else: it is because, to go on writing poetry, you 
need such great patience and endurance. True poets will go 
through poverty, despair, the indifference or the flattery of 
the world, for years and years, in order to produce a good 
poem. They are never satisfied, always trying to write 
better. At an age when other men generally retire from 
work or business, fhe poet is still working as hard as ever, 
to wrin g the last drop of poetry out of himself before he 
dies. 

'Poetry wont help you to get on in life' 

This is the sort of thing superior persons say, or men who 
think the main object in hfe is to make money. Poetry, they 
imply, is all very well for highbrows and people with plenty 
of time to waste, but it’s no use to the man-in-the-street . 
Now that’s a very new-fangled idea. The man-in-the-street 
in ancient Greece y^ould never have said it: he flocked in 
crowds to watch poetic drama; and so did the EHzabethan 
man-in-the-street, to see the poetic plays of Shakespeare and 
other dramatists of the time. Then think of the mediaeval 
minstrels and ballad-singers, who drew great audiences in 
village or castle to hear them recite poems. Think of the 
peasants in Russia, in keland, in Spain, in many other coun- 
tries, still making up their own poems. 

' No, it’s just untrue to say that poetry has nothing to do 
with ordinary men and women. And certainly the last thing 
any Englishman should despise is poetry. Poetry is the great- 
est glory of our nation, though you don’t often find it men- 
tioned in the history books. Your geography book tells you 
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about our exports — ^iron, coal, woollen goods, etc. — but 
never mentions that one of our most famous exports is 
poetry. It is, though. Every civilized nation has recognized 
that poetry is the art in which England excels: our poets 
are as famous abroad as our sailors and Our industrial crafts- 
men. So the fact that poetry does not help you to ‘get on’ 
in life or to make nioney is no argument for not caring 
about it, or for being superior about it. 

^What^s the use of a rainbow?* 

WeVe got rid of some false ideas about poetry; but we 
still have to try and find out what is the use of it. Now, in a 
way, to ask what is the use of poetry should be as absurd as 
asking what is the use of a rainbow, or the sea, or a piece of 
toffee, or a game of football, or a nice dress. A rainbow is a 
natural phenomenon, the result of the refraction and reflec- 
tion of the sun’s rays in drops of rain. As far as mankind is 
concerned, it’s a perfectly useless object: it certainly won’t 
help any one to make money. Yet the poet who said, ‘My 
heart leaps up when I behold a rainbow in the sky,’ only put 
into words the feeling of wonder and excitement we all 
have when we see a rainbow. It is something beautiful in its 
own right, just like a good poem. When you are given a 
piece of toffee, or a nice dress, you don’t sit about wondering 
what is the use of iti you put the one into your mouth, or 
your head into the other. You enjoy bathing in the sea on 
a hot day, or playing a game of football, in just the same 
way. 

Now poetry is, first and foremost, something to be en- 
joyed — a pleasant experience like bathing or wearing anew 
dress or eating toffee — and don’t let any one tell you any- 
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thing else. But, just as bathing is mori fun if you have 
learned how to swim and dive, just as a boy will enjoy foot- 
ball more when he knows the finer points of the game, and a 
girl will get more satisfaction out of a new frock if she has 
developed a good taste in dress, so you will find a keener 
pleasure in poetry if you imderstand what it is aiming at 
and how it works. The main object of this book is to help 
you understand the why and the how of poetry. 

There are some people who are very fond of poetry but 
say that, as a form of entertainment, it is obsolete: it was all 
very well in the days when there were no cinemas, no radio, 
no cheap books and papers to amuse us, they say, but nowa- 
days competition is so strong that poetry will soon have ta 
go out of business. I shall come back to this argument in a 
later chapter. First, let us look at the two chief uses of 
poetry, which no amount of modem inventions can ever 
affect. 

'Bright is the ring of words' 

If you are at the sea-side, and you take an old, dull, brown 
penny and rub it hard for a minute or two with handfuls of 
wet sand (dry sand js no good), the penny will come out a 
bright gold colour, looking as clcan^and new as the day it 
was minted. Now poetry has the same effect on words as 
wet sand on pennies. In what seems almost a miraculous 
way, it brightens up words that looked dull and ordihary. 
Thus, poetry is perpetually ‘re-creating language.’ It does 
this in several ways. It may coin new words: it may help to 
bring into common use words which, before, had only been 
used by experts — technical, scientific words, for instance: 
it may put common words into new contexts, introduce 
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th^m to other ordinary words they had not met before, as 
a good hostess introduces strangers to each other at a party 
and makes them interest one another; it may enrich the 
value of words by giving them new associations — for in- 
stance, when Tennyson, writing a poem about an eagle 
looking down from a cliff, said, ‘The wrinkled sea beneath 
him crawls,’ he was able to give a most vivid picture of whit 
the sea looks like from a great height by bringing into a 
new association two quite ordinary words, ‘crawled’ and 
‘wrinkled.’ 

To realize how important a job this perpetual re-creation 
of language is, you need only ask yourselves what words are 
for. They are the chief instruments by which human beings 
communicate with one anothdr, get to know one anotlier, 
carry on life with one another. We should still be merely 
animals if we were all dumb or if mankind had not invented 
languages. But words, like any other instruments, must be 
kept clean and efficient if they are to do their job for civihza- 
tion. People who treat words in a careless, sloppy way are 
not properly civilized. Poetry, on the other hand, is an art 
which has to treat words with care, respect and accuracy. 

This does not mean that the langyage of poetry is some- 
thing quite different from ordinary speech. Slang is often 
extremely poetical, because it uses words in a fresh, vigorous 
way, and makes pictures out of them. 

' (i) ‘I feel tired and limp.’ 

(2) ‘I feel like a bit of chewed string.’ 

{3) ‘I’m terribly depressed.’ 

(4) ‘I feel so low I could crawl under a snake.’ 
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(5) ‘The tea is so strong, you could stand a spoon up-in ^t.’ 

(6) ‘It’s lovely, strong tea— you could trot a mouse on it.’ 

Look at these phrases. (2) and (4) arc slang ways of saying 
(i) and (3). They convey the meaning of (i) and (3), but 
more forcibly because they illustrate it with pictures — of a 
chewed, limp piece of string and of a man crawling under a 
snake: (4) does it more effectively than (2) because it is less 
hackneyed; that is to say, (2) was a vigorous piece of lan- 
guage when first it was used, but it has been used too often 
and got stale. The same applies to (5) ; it was once a good, 
slang way of describing a cup of strong tea, but so many 
people used it that it has become worn out: (6), which I 
heard an old Irish countrywoman say, is a far stronger, more 
vivid expression. (2), (4), (5), and (6) are all slang, but they 
are also poetic ways of expressing a prose meaning. 

I am not saying that poetry is just a glorified form of 
slang. But it is true to say that slang comes from the same 
source as poetry, from the imagination. And it is interesting 
to note that, when a nation is young, vigorous, self-con- 
fident, its common people generally have a vigorous slang: 
theOBhzabethans had; t^e cockneys in Queen Victoria’s tipie 
had; the America^ have today, and so have our men of the 
R.A.F. Slang is good, then, when it shows that people are 
using their imaginations, bad when it’s a sign of mental 
laziness. 

Two ways of looking at a daffodil 

That word ‘imagination’ brings me to the chief use of 
poetry, an even more important one than the re-creation of 
language. When we are very young, the world, nature. 
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people arc mysterious to us. Give a baby an orange. He 
stares at it, fingers it, dribbles on it, drops it, howls for you 
to pick it up again. To him, it is a beautiful, round, coloured 
object, with a strange smell, which is heavy to hold and stays 
put on the floor when he drops it, instead of walking away 
like the cat. A baby uses all his senses to make such dis- 
coveries: he is like an explorer in a new world, full of 
wonder and surprise at the novelty of everything. In a way, 
a poet is a man who never grows out of that sense of wonder. 
It keeps his imagination constandy on the stretch'and quiver- 
ing at the mysteriousness and beauty of the world; and thus 
his poetry helps us to understand the world by sharpening 
our Qwn senses, by making us more sensitive to life. 

Now there are two ways of getting to understand the 
world — through our heads and through our hearts, our feel- 
ings. Science tells us a great deal about how the world 
works, what it is made of, and so on. Science is the chief 
way of learning through our heads. But that’s not the only 
way of learning about the world — perhaps not even the best 
way. Let’s take a very ordinary object, the common wild 
daffodil. Here are two ways Af describing it: 

(1) Narcissus pseudo-narcissus: flower-stalk hoflow, two- 
edged, bearing near its summit a membranous sheath and a 
single floWer : nectary notched and curled at the margin, as 
long as the sepals and petals. 

(2) I wandered lonely as a cloud 

That floats on high o’er vales and hills. 

When all at once I saw a crowd, 

A host of golden daffodils: 

Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 
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Now, which do you think is the more satisfactory descrip- 
tion of daffodils — the scientific one which I have taken from 
a text book on botany, or the poetic one wliich comes from 
a poem by Wordsworth ? Many of you would say ‘the poetic 
one,’ straight away: and that is, incidentally, a bit of a 
blow for those who argue that science has made poetry 
obsolete. Of course, it’s not quite fair to compare a scientific 
description with a poetic one like this, as though they were 
competing against each other for a prize. Science is con- 
cerned with finding out and stating the facts: poetry’s task 
is to give you the look, the smell, the taste, the ‘feel’ of those 
facts. Each has its own purpose and reward. But, by con- 
trasting these two descriptions, you can see how poetry and 
science differ in method. Description (i) is analytic: that is 
to say, it examines the daffodil as though it was a single 
object quite separate from every other object which presents 
itself to our senses, tells us how it is composed, and classifies 
it. Description (2) relates the daffodils with a number of 
other tilings — ^with trees, a lake, a breeze, and with the 
poet’s feeling of loneliness (at least, he was ‘lonely as a 
cloud’ until he met this ‘host of golden daffodils’). 

To make the world your friend 

It is the inclusion of feeling that makes the difference be- 
tween poetry and science. Science is not concerned merely 
with analysing things: it also must try to relate them with 
each other and thus i scover the natural laws at work behind 
them. But the scientist uses theory, observation and experi- 
ment to relate his facts with each other, whereas the poet 
uses liis own feelings, his emotions. It would be all wrong 
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for a scientist to get emotional when he describes a daffodil; 
and it would be all wrong for a poet not to. 

There, then, is the great use of poetry. It tells us about the 
world through our feelings. It sharpens our senses, makes us 
. more keenly and fully aware of life, exercises our imagina- 
tion and stores up treasure in our memory: once we have 
seen that ‘host of golden daffodils’ coloured by the poet’s 
feeling, they will continue for the rest of our lives to ‘flash 
upon that inward eye which is the bliss of solitude.’ 

Imagine, for a moment, that you are trying to describe 
one of your friends. It wouldn’t be difficult to give the 
sort of description you hear on the radio when some one 
has disappeared from his home or the police are after him. 
You could say he is five foot tall, has blue eyes, a mole on 
his left cheek, a wooden leg or a red nose. But that would 
only describe the outside of him. It wouldn’t tell people 
what this friend of yours is really like — his habits, his feel- 
ings, all the little peculiarities that make him himself and 
different from every one else. You would find it very 
difficult indeed to describe the inside of liim, even though he 
is such a great friend that you feel you know him through 
and through. Now good poetry does describe life in that 
way; it tells you about its inside as well as its outside, and 
thus it helps you to know and love the world as intimately 
as you know and love a friend. 
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HOW POETRY BEGAN 

T O find this out, we’ll have to jump into a Time 
Machine, put its gear-lever into reverse, and race back- 
wards through many thousands of years into prehistoric 
time. Now we’ve arrived. We’re in a clearing in an im- 
mense forest. Look at those hairy, ape-like men, stamping 
in a strange, savage, rhythmical dance round the camp fire. 
They Ye your ancestors. As they dance, they mark the beat 
with cries and grunts and growls, for they’ve not yet learnt 
to speak in words, or to sing. What are they doing, those 
hideous creatures, stamping round the fire in the forest? 
They’re doing magic : they’re making a spell. They’re doing 
something else, too, though they don’t know it. What 
you’re watching is the very first beginning of poetry: in 
that rhythmic dancing beat of their feet, in the animal-like 
sounds they’re uttering, and in the magic they’re perform- 
ing, poetry was bom. 

The earliest men, as you know, were hunters. They had 
to kill — or be killed — for there were savage animals all 
round them. At first, they had only their own hands and 
teeth to kill with: then they invented primitive weapons. 
At a very early stage, they invented another kind of weapon 
— a sort of ‘secret weapon.’ How the idea came into their 
heads, we do not know for certain: it may have arisen from 
the use of protective colouring, of camouflage, by the 
animals which they stalked and which stalked them,^ At any 
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rate, they got the idea that, if you imitated anything, you 
gained power over it. 

This idea was the beginning of magic, and also the be- 
ginning of art — music, poetry, painting, the drama. Before 
they went out to hunt, these shaggy ancestors of ours would 
perform a sort of mimic hunt, in which some of them played 
the parts of the animals and others pretended to be hunting 
them. The hunters always won, I expect, just as in kids’ 
games the ‘English’ always beat the ‘Germans.’ Of course, 
the real animals weren’t affected by this magic: but the men 
were, for it made them believe they were going to kill the 
animals successfully; and when you believe you’re going to 
win, the battle is half won. No doubt the mimic hunt was 
good practice, too: in the same way, a kitten plays with a 
ball of string to train itself for hunting a mouse. 


Gods and spirits everywhere 

After a while, this mimic hunt became formahzed; that is 
to say, the movements, gestures, sounds were developed into 
patterns which did not copy the chase so closely, but still 
represented it. But the idea behind it all still persisted. It 
appeared again when men had learned how to till the earth 
and get their food from it. For centuries, they held religious 
ceremonies in the fields — ceremonies which included danc- 
ing and rhythmical patterns of words (magic spells again), 
to make the crops grow and the weather be kind to them. 
They did this because they beheved everything was alive 
in the same way as they were: they believed there was a 
god in the thunder, gods in the sun, the rain, the hail, a 
spirit in every stream and tree and mountain and animal. 
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In some parts of the world, people still believe in fairies — 
and fairies are the same as nature-spirits. 

Poetry, wliich in the earliest days had this very practical 
use of helping man (as he believed) to influence and gain 
power over the forces of nature, still keeps alive the primitive 
idea that tliey are somehow human: we don’t think it at all 
peculiar when we find in poetry expressions like ‘the kindly 
sun’ or ‘die cruel, crawling, hungry foam,’ though we know 
that the sun hasn’t really a human heart to feel ‘kindly’ with, 
nor the foam a stomach to feel ‘hungry’ with. We find 
such expressions quite natural, since they convey instinctive 
feelings which thousands of generations of men have had 
about nature — that the sun must be kind because it warms 
us and helps our food to grow, that the sea must be cruel 
because it drowns people. 

How the first poets were made 

The earliest poets, Hke the earliest men, lived almost 
entirely by instinct. Now one- of the strongest instincts 
of mankind is the instinct to create ^things, to make things. 
Originally, no doubt, tliis instinct arose from man’s need to 
make fires and huts, in order to keep himself and his family 
warm, to make weapons with which he could protect him- 
self from the wild beasts, and tools with which to till the 
ground. Our word ‘poetry’ comes from a Greek word 
which means both ‘doing’ and ‘making.’ And, if we ask 
how it was that poets first came into existence, the most 
reasonable answer we can find is that they must liave 
been individuals who were prevented from making and 
doing practical things like their fellow-tribesmen, and were 
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driven to find some other outlet for the creative instinct, 
some other way in which they could help their fellows. 

Now what could it have been that prevented such people 
from taking a normal part in the life of the community ? 
There is only one possible answer: they hadn’t got the 
physical strength. Only the strongest men could have much 
hope of surviving against the harshness of the weather and 
the dangerous wild beasts. A person who had been maimed 
while hunting, for instance, or had been bom blind or 
physically weak, was useless to the community — perhaps 
even a hindrance and a danger to it. But people like this 
wanted to live, just as much as any one else; and to justify 
their existence, they invented a new way of being useful. 
They were not strong enough to hunt, to make things, to 
till the ground: so they made images of things instead — they 
scratched pictures of wild beasts on the walls of their cave; 
they made up word-pictures of successful hunts, or ‘magic’ 
spells to control sun and rain and bring a good harvest. In 
doing so, they brought into existence a new faculty — the 
power of imagination. 

*Tell mej where is Fancy bred?* 

So the poet’s weakness has always been his strength. 
Homer, one of the greatest poets who ever lived, is said to 
have been blind. And you know how blind people often 
are compensated for the loss of sight by developing an 
extraordinarily acute sense of touch and hearing. In the 
same way, people who have other physical infirmities — ^who 
are lame, for instance, or deaf, or suffer a lot from illness — 
often become super-sensitive, super-imaginative. This, too, 
would create the kind of disposition which turns people into 
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poets, story-tellers and artists; for, as iVe told you, poets are 
people who carry about inside themselves a kind of super- 
sensitive apparatus. 

Again, if you imagine those earUest poets of all, you will 
see they must have been rather lonely, must have had a 
lot of time on their hands, must sometimes have been des- 
pised by their fellow rribn, because they could not take part 
in the ordinary activities of the tribe. They had more time 
to observe nature and other human beings. They had more 
soUtude, in which to think and day-dream about them. 
They were ‘out of things’ : and you all know how, when 
you are left out of things, when other people ignore you 
or look down on you, you are apt to make up stories in 
your head — stories in which you rescue some one from a 
burning house or stop a runaway train or shoot down a 
German aeroplane. The making-up of stories in which he 
was the hero, to compensate for being ‘left out of things’ in 
real life, was a most important part of the primitive poet’s 
development. Today we call it ‘phantasy,’ or ‘fancy.’ 

Of course, the primitive poet was not despised and cold- 
shouldered all his life. After a whUe, his fellow tribesmen 
would recognize that he had a special gift: they would be, 
delighted by the stories he told them in the cave or round 
the camp fire, impressed by the ‘magic’ effect of his rhyth- 
mical words upon their own feelings. Above all, believing 
as they did that by imitating something you gained power 
over it, they came to have a great respect for the poet’s art, 
which imitated in sounds^and words the forces of nature 
they had to master if mankind was to survive. So they gave 
the poet an honoured place in the community. 
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What sort of stories did these primitive poets make up > 
It’s not difficult to guess. They would describe the prowess 
of great hunters and warriors; they would tell of exciting 
events which happened to the tribe : and they wodd also sing 
about those nature spirits which they beheved to live in 
every stick and stone, every beast and wood and stream and 
cloud. They imagined themselves in the role of hero, hunter 
or nature spirit — ‘identified’ themselves, as we say, with 
these creatures — and thus developed their own power of 
imagination. They made up these stories in rhythmical 
patterns of words, in poetry, because they were better magic 
and more easily remembered like that. 

HeroHVorship and legend 

Poems of this sort, which tell stories, we now call epic 
poems, or narrative poems or ballads. I expect most of you 
have read ‘TheBalladof the Revenge’ (1. 7 ), in whichTenny- 
son told the story of a great Ehzabethan warrior, Sir Richard 
Grenville, and his men. Very often the old ballads, however, 
were not the work of one poet alone. Later poets or even 
ordinary members of the audience listening to a ballad, 
would add a stanza here, a few lines there. And pretty 
often, in their excitement, they exaggerated the deeds of 
the hero in whose honour the poem was composed. Thus 
there grew up round these heroes a mass of legend. The 
early story-poems were, you might say, fiction founded on 
fact; but the core of them was that kind of hero-worship 
which you yourselves feel for men and women whose great 
deeds or fine qualities stir your imagination. When you read 
about the heroes of ancient times, remember that — but for 
the poets — they would have been forgotten. Indeed, there 

B 
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was a time when important men used to hire poets to write 
about them, to make sure they should not be forgotten ! 
Poetry, you can see, has a great preservative power: it can 
make people and things live on for centuries after their 
ordinary lives are finished, in the same way that creatures 
are preserved in fossils, or deUcate ornaments preserved in 
the sealed tomb of a Pharaoh, or surgical specimens pre- 
served in alcohol. 

Poetry created legends, then. It also created myths. 
Legends are stories based on the lives of individual men — 
their struggle against enemies or the forces of nature. Myths 
are stories which embody some experience or desire com- 
mon to all humanity. Perhaps the most universal myth of 
all, which crops up in one form or another m every land, is 
the Spring-Winter myth. 

Myths of the Seasons 

If you have Uved a whole winter in the country, far from 
shops and cinemas, kept indoors much of the time, trudging 
to school through rain and mud and cold, you know what a 
marvellous relief it is when spring comes. Imagine how 
much more of a relief it must have been to primitive man. 
He had no shops or cinemas anyway: he hadn't even got 
books to read in the long winter everiings; and, if he had 
had books, there were no lamps to read them by. He was 
often terribly cold. He worried whether the food he had 
stored would last him through the winter. Worst of all, 
he was never absolutely sure that summer would return at 
all. So the first day of spring came as a miracle to him. 
Now he could be warm again: now he could go out into 
his fields and need not be afraid of starving. 
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That passionate desire of his for the end of the winter, 
that feeling of wonderful relief when the weather at last 
began to turn warm, echoes through poetry right up to our 
own day. It is in our blood, so to speak, and that is why so 
much fine poetry has all through the ages been written about 
spring. Early man, who always personified (that means 
‘made people out of) the drama of natural forces, thought 
of winter and summer, the old year and the new, as enemies 
engaged in a life-and-death struggle. So he created myths, 
which describe this struggle in a symboHc way. The most 
famous of these myths is the story of Persephone, Pluto and 
Ceres. Persephone, who represents the spirit of growth and 
vegetation, is kidnapped by Pluto, the god of the under- 
world. Ceres, her mother, who represents the earth, pleads 
for Persephone to be allowed to edme back to her. A bar- 
gain is struck by which Pluto keeps Persephone for six 
.months of the year (winter) and she returns to the earth for 
the other six (summer). 

There are hundreds of variations of tliis drama. Until 
quite recently, it was the custom in many English villages to 
act Mummers’ plays at Christmastime. ‘Mummers’ means 
‘mimickers,’ and the village actors in these plays were 
mimicking the forces of nature which are engaged in the 
struggle between winter and summer, the old year and the 
new, death and life. The pattern behind all these plays is the 
same. A White Knight, for example, representing summer, 
is killed by a Black Knight (winter), and then miraculously 
brought to life by a Doctor or St. George. This bringing-to- 
Hfe symbolizes, of course, the annual resurrection of the 
earth (vegetation, crops, etc.) in spring time. The anony- 
mous authors often used to represent winter by a bogy-man 
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figure named after some Public Enemy Number One of 
their own time. In one play he is Buonaparte; in another, a 
Turk (which suggests the play may have been written about 
the time of the Crusades); in others, again, he is called 
Beelzebub. Often, too, the Mummers blacked their faces,. 
This may be a survival from primitive days, when men were 
terribly afraid of ghosts and, at certain ceremonies, used to 
black their faces and disguise themselves in other ways so 
that the ghosts of the dead should be unable to recognize 
them and haunt them. 

These Mummers' plays are in doggerel verse; and nearly 
all the nature-myths of the world first grew up in the form 
of verse. So, from the earliest days, we can see that man 
used poetry to express his passionate feelings about the 
world, to comfort himself amid the dangers and hardships 
of the world, to direct the world's natural forces by prayer 
and magic to human ends, and to understand the world. 
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THE INSTRUMENTS OF POETRY 

W ORDS are the raw material of poetry. The 
methods that poets use to hammer and shape words 
into strong, beautiful patterns are called ‘poetic technique.* 
This chapter is going to be about technique — about the 
craftsmanship of poetry. 

You remember, in the Wordsworth poem I quoted, how 
the poet made us see the daffodils more vividly by linking 
them up with wind, trees and lake. Poetry is always doing 
this — making us aware of links or connections between 
things, which we had not noticed or had not found interest- 
ing before. Poetry is always comparing things : 

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

Thou art more lovely and more temperate. [Shakespeare] 
or, 

My love is like a red, red rose 
That blooms in depth of June. [Burns] 

We’re all inclined, when we’re excited or angry, to use 
comparisons in order to express our emotion more vividly. 
When father is sawing away at a tough bit of beef, he 
exclaims, ‘This meat’s as tough as an old boot.’ A boy of 
twelve, whom I taught once at school, wrote in an essay, 
‘The autumn leaves were falling like a snowstorm on fire.’ 
That was a comparison any poet would have been proud to 
have thought of: it’s a double-barrelled one; the colour of 
the autumn leaves is reflected in the word ‘fire,’ and their 
movement and profusion as the wind blows them down from 
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the trees are reflected in the word ‘snowstorm/ Compari- 
sons like this, where two tilings are related by the word 
‘like’ or ‘as,’ are called ‘similes/ 

Similes can be very simple (‘My love is like a red, red 
rose’) : they can be far-fetched (‘You’ve got a face like the 
back of a bus’ — a satisfactory way of.insulting somebody, 
but goodness knows why, for the back of a bus isn’t parti- 
cularly ugly). Or they can be subtle and deUcate: 

The winds that will be howling at all hours. 

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers. [Wordsiuorth] 
or, 

, . . yet still the sails made on 
A pleasant noise till noon, 

A noise like of a liidden brook 
In the leafy month of June. [Coleridge] 

Or they can be complicated and at first rather difficult to 
take in, like tliis description by a modem poet of an air-liner 
coming in to land at dusk: 

More beautiful and soft than any moth 
With burring furred antennae feeling its huge path 
Through dusk, the air-liner with shut-off engines 
Glides over suburbs . . . (Ill, 92). [Spender] 

You see why he compares the aircraft with a moth? It 
is coming in at dusk, the time when moths fly most: its 
flight, with the engines shut off, is silent as a moth’s: it looks 
rather like a huge moth, in the half-light: it seems to be feel- 
ing its way through the air, like a moth with its antennae. 

Short cuts to big meanings 

Whether a simile is simple or complex, its main object is 
to compare two things, to set them side by side in such a 
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way that they light each other up and therefore make us 
see and understand them more clearly. Another way of 
doing this, both in poetry and common speech, is metaphor. 
When you say some one has ‘an iron will’ or ‘a fiery temper/ 
you are using a metaphor. You don’t mean that he actually 
has a bar of iron called a ‘will’ somewhere inside his head, 
or that you could put your hand into his temper and get 
burnt. What you mean is, ‘His will is hard and unyielding 
like iron,’ and ‘his temper is hot as a fire is hot.’ In fact, 
you’re using a sort of compressed simile, with the ‘hke* or 
the ‘as’ left out. In a metaphor, the two things compared 
are not set side by side and linked together by ‘like’ or ‘as’ : 
they are fused into a single phrase. A metaphor is a kind of 
short cut. 

The word ‘metaphor’ means ‘transference.’ When a 
seventeenth-century poet, Wotton, called the stars ‘You 
common people of the skies,’ he was transferring the 
ordinary meaning of ‘common people’ to describe the 
multitude of the stars, and in the next line we see why he 
has done it: he goes on, ‘What are you when the moon shall 
rise ?’ — the stars are no more tlian common people, he is say- 
ing, when the moon, the queen of heaven, appears. Another 
seventeenth-century poet, Vaughan, called death the ‘jewel 
of the just,’ which was his way of saying ‘If you live a good 
life, death is nothing to be afraid of; no, it’s an adornment, a 
precious gem; it is the jewelled crown of a good life, for it 
brings you to heaven.’ You see, it has taken me thirty-five 
words to express — extremely badly — ^what the poet said in 
four words. That shows you what a very concentrated 
thing poetry is: by the use of metaphor, or simile, and by 
many other devices, it can compress an enormous amount 
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of meaning into a small space. If you doubt this, take any 
poem you know and try to put its meaning into other 
words: the beauty and even the sense of the poem will 
somehow evaporate in the process; which proves, by the 
way, that you can’t separate the meaning of a poem froni 
the pattern of words in which it is imbedded. 

Another device poets use to compress their meaning and 
enrich their patterns is the epithet. An epithet is an adjective 
qualifying a noun, your grammar book would tell you, 
which makes it sound dismally dull: but, when poets use 
them, epithets are not at all dull — they are surprising and 
thrilling. Look at Blake’s famous lines, 

Tyger ! Tyger ! burning bright 

In the forests of the night 

What immortal hand or eye 

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?' (II. 101) 

The epithet Tearful’ gives you a shock, doesn’t it? — as 
though you’d suddenly come face to face with a real tiger 
in a dark forest. Or when Keats says, 

Those green-robed senators of mighty^ woods. 

Tall oaks, branch-charmed by the earnest stars, 

what a magic feeling he gives us by using the words 
‘branch-charmed’ and ‘earnest,’ so that we seem to see those 
branches, dead-still as branches are on a windless night, as 
if they were in a trance, hypnotized by the steady gaze of 
the stars. Now look at another tree, the mountain-ash or 
rowan as Gerard Manley Hopkins describes it: 

... the beadbonny ash that sits over the bum. (III. 137) 
The epithet ‘beadbonny’ sounds strange, but exciting. 
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What does it meanj Well, the mountain-ash has bright 
red berries, which look like beads; and ‘bonny ’is the Scottish 
word for ‘pretty.’ So the poet has coined a new word ‘bead- 
, bonny,’ and into diat one nine-letter word he has packed 
2L whole sentence — ‘pretty with berries that look Hke red 
beads.’ This new word of his, like most good epithets, is 
both entrancing and extremely accurate. 

Pictures in words 

It is a great mistake to think of poetry as something vague 
and woolly. Poets do sometimes use vague, abstract language ; 
but only in order to make a particular kind of impression 
on the reader, or to create in the poem a vague, day-dream- 
ing mood. For the most part, poetry uses language in a 
vivid, precise, concrete way: poetic language has to be cpite 
as accurate as scientific language, otherwise it would not be 
able to reproduce fine shades of feeling or make us see 
famiUar things, through our imagination, as though we were 
seeing them for the first time. 

To achieve these two purposes, poetry makes frequent 
use of images. Images are word-pictures, pamted by the 
poet’s imagination in such a way as to appeal to the reader’s 
imagination. They are not generally used simply to describe 
or reflect some object which has caught the poet’s attention: 
what they do is to describe that object as coloured by the 
poet’s emotion when he saw it, or by the mood of the poem 
as a whole. So the images in a poem are not chosen at 
random; however beautiful an image may be that comes 
into his head, the poet cannot use it imless it helps to express 
the etnotion of the poem he is writing and unless it can be 
related with other images in the poem. 
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Let me show you what I mean by this. In a poem of mine, 
there are the lines — 

The bells that chimed above the lake, 

The swans asleep in evening’s eye — 

Bright transfers pressed on memory . . . 

There you have three separate images (bells, swans, trans- 
fers) which go to make a single picture: the thread running 
through them, and tying them to each other, is the emotion 
a grown-up person feels when remembering some incident 
of his own cliildhood. One of my earliest memories is of 
sitting up in my pram and watching some swans on a lake, 
and at the same time hearing the bells of Malvern Priory 
cliiming for evening service. When I was a child, too, I 
was very fond of playing with transfers — those coloured 
sheets you moisten and press down on a piece of blank 
paper, leaving pictures on the paper. You see how those 
lines got written now ? Each of the first two lines contains 
a separate image, remembered from childhood, and chosen 
because it helped to build up the mood of the poem: the 
meaning or ‘point’ of them is made clear by the line, ‘Bright 
transfers pressed on memory,’ which is a metaphorical way 
of saying, ‘Memory is like a blank sheet of white paper upon 
which life leaves vivid, coloured impressions.’ 

Now let’s take some lines from a poem called ‘In Time 
of Pestilence* by Thomas Nashe. 

Brightness falls from the air. 

Queens have died young and fair, 

Dust hath closed Helen’s eye — 

I am sick, I must die. (II. 1) 

Each of the first three lines is an image. First an appar- 
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ently vague one, which gives us the sad feeling we often get 
from a sunset (when brightness does in fact fall from the 
air). The next image is more particular and precise; the 
poet talks of lovely queens who have died young: the third 
narrows down the theme still further — to Helen, Queen of 
Troy, the most beautiful woman who ever lived; she too is 
dead. Running through the three images is the emotion 
which made die poet write the poem: it comes out in the 
last line — his fear of dying before his time and liis sadness 
that all lovely things have to perish. I expect you have 
noticed how very simple the language is in those four lines. 
Every word is short, simple and ordinary. Yet they are 
some of the most famous lines in all English poetry. 

Te-^tumpty-Umpty-tumpty’-tum 

So far I’ve been talking about some of the woi:d-shapes 
out of which poetry is built. But images, metaphors and 
similes are not the only things which may go to make the 
pattern of a poem. There are metre and rhyme. You maybe 
surprised -that I have not put metre first, after talking so 
much about poetic rhythm in the last chapter. Well, the 
fact is that poetry can be made without metre or rhyme, 
while it cannot be made without that inner excitement 
which so often comes out in the form of metaphor or image, 
that poetic spirit which makes lines such as ‘Brightness falls 
from the air’ or ‘O sunflower, weary of time’ glow like 
jewels: the metre of these two lines doesn’t really matter so 
much; it is their inner radiance, their magic power of 
evoking a deep emotion in us, that proves their poetic 
quality. 

Some of the finest poetry in the world — that of the 
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Hebrew prophets — ^is known by us in the form of prose. 
Isaiah wrote, 

The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for 
them; and the desert shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose. 

(1.89) 

That has the ‘feef of poetry, hasn’t it ? But, although its 
rhythm is beautiful, it is not in metre and has no rhymes. 
All prose, everything we say, is in some kind of rhythm, 
remember. And, across even the strictest poetic metres, 
there is always running the rhythm of ordinary speech. ‘To 
h6 or not to be — that is the question’ : there you have the 
metre of the line. But the speech-rhythm of the line, the way 
you would say it in ordinary conversation, is different; it 
runs ‘To be or not to be. Thdt is the question.’ One of the 
things that please the car when we Hsten to a poem being 
read aloud is the contrast, the sort of friendly wrestle be- 
tween its metre and its speech-rhythm: the metre is like a 
tide pulsing regularly underneath, the speech-rhythm is a 
less regular movement, like ripples on the surface. 

Metre divides a line of poetry into stressed and unstressed 
syllables; the stresses correspond to the beats in music or 
the beat of one’s feet in dancing — ^you remember I suggested 
that poetic rhythm was first created in the dance. Thus, 
whether the lines in a poem are all of the same length or of 
different lengths, they will all come within a metrical frame- 
work or pattern. Often you find poems divided up into 
stanzas — that is to say, groups of two, three, four, or more 
lines with spaces in between them: generally, each stanza in 
a poem will have the «ame metrical framework as every 
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other stanza in it, the same number of beats in every corre- 
sponding line, and the same pattern of rhymes too. 

The more unstressed syllables there are in between the 
stressed ones, the quicker is the movement of the line. For 
.instance. 

The Assyrian came d6wn like a w6lf on the fold. [Byron] 

Here there are two unstressed syllables between each beat, 
and as a result the poem gallops along at top speed: the poet 
meant it to go as fast as the Assyrians charging down on their 
enemy. Contrast that with — 

Break, bredk, bredk, on thy c6ld gray stones, 0 sea ! 

[Tennyson] 

How slowly and sadly that moves ! It is a lament, so we 
expect it to start at a funeral pace. How is this done ? There 
are no unstressed syllables at all in the first half of the line: 
and, if we say it aloud in speech-rhythm, we should natur- 
ally put a strong stress on the word ‘grey’ and a Hghter one 
on the word ‘O,’ as well as the metrical stresses already 
existing on ‘cold,’ ‘stones,’ and ‘sea’ : so there would only 
be two unstressed syllables in the whole line. 

The musical pattern 

There are many different metres, and variations on metres, 
wliich a poet may use. But, whatever metre he is using, the 
important thing about it is that its stresses create a basic 
pattern just as the beats in music create a pattern. This 
pattern is strengthened by the use of rhyme. There are quite 
a few kinds of rhyme: simple rhymes like ‘cat’ and ‘mat’; 
two-syllable ones (they are called ‘feminine’ rhymes), like 
‘leaving’ and ‘grieving’; half-rhymes like ‘over’ and ‘fever,’ 
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or ‘lighdy’ and ‘frightful/ where only half of a two- 
syllabled word rhymes. Then you can have assonances — 
words that, without actually rhyming, have the same sort 
of sound — ‘green and ‘grain,’ for instance, or ‘death’ and 
‘earth.’ In an assonance, it is the consonant-sounds only 
which are alike: in a rhyme, it is the vowel sounds also. 
One reason why English poets use rhyme so much (the 
Greek and Latin poets never used it at all) may be that the 
Enghsh language has a special riclnicss of vowel-sounds. 

Rhymes, as you know, generally come at the end of hnes. 
They are put there because it helps to create and make clear 
the musical pattern of the stanza: the ear learns to expect 
a rhyme, just as it expects a beat, at certain definite intervals, 
and it’s pleased when it finds one there. But you may get a 
rhyme in the middle of a line, too: and some poets are 
extremely skilful in making assonances and other sound- 
echoes all over a poem. This is often done by the use of 
alliteration. For example, 

I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore; 

[Yeats] 

Those three ‘I’s’ make a pleasant, liquid sound: the sound 
here, in fact, corresponds with the sense. So it does in 


Dry clashed his armour in the icy caves, 


[Tennyson] 


where the hard ‘c’ of ‘clashed’ and ‘caves’ seems to dry one’s 
mouth up when one speaks the line aloud. 

Rhyme, assonance, aUiteration, the metrical beat — they 
all have one common factor. It is repetition^ the repeating of 
sounds at regular or irregular intervals. Some poems actu- 
ally repeat whole lines or phrases; when they do this con- 
sistently in every stanza, the repetition is called a ‘refrain’: 
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I expect you have all sung songs in wliich there is a chorus — 
a chorus is a kind of refrain, obviously. 

. Repetition, in this sense, has a special pleasure attached to 
it — the pleasure of recognition: we get the same pleasant 
sensation from hearing a sound repeated as we do from 
recognizing a famiUar face amid a crowd of strangers. Now 
this repeating of sounds, or sometimes of phrases and whole 
lines, together with the steady beat of the metre,, is what 
makes the musical pattern of a poem. It is connected with 
the tom-tom beat with which savages accompany their 
religious rites and dances in the jungle; and it dates back to 
the making of magic spells. The purpose of this rhythmic 
repetition is both to excite you and to lull you. That may 
sound contradictory. But it’s true. Poetry must put part 
of you to sleep in order to wake up and excite another part 
of you. It puts to sleep the part of you that reasons and 
argues; it awakens the part that remembers, feels and 
imagines. For both the putting-to-sleep and the waking-up 
process, rhythmic repetition of sound is a powerful in- 
strument. 
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HOW A POEM IS MADE 

W H E N I talk to schoolboys and schoolgirls about 
poetry, they often ask ‘What is inspiration?' or ‘Do 
poets have to be inspired before they can write a poem ?' or, 
point-blank, ‘Are you inspired?’ Those are difficult ques- 
tions to answer (especially the third one !). But I’m going 
to try and answer them now — to give you some idea of what 
goes on in, a poet’s mind when he is composing a poem. 

First, you must realize that a great deal of the creating 
of a poem has already taken place before the poet reaches for 
his pen and starts writing anything down: and I don’t mean 
by this that he makes up most of the poem ‘in his head,’ 
though some poets do. A poem is created by three stages. 

I . The seed or germ of a poem strikes the poet’s imagina- 
tion. It may come in the form of a strong but vague feeling, 
a particular experience, or an idea: sometimes it first appears 
as an image: perhaps even — as a poetic phrase or a whole 
line of verse — already clothed in words. The poet jots down 
the idea or image in his notebook, or just makes a mental 
note of it. Then he probably forgets all about it. 

2. But the seed of the poem has passed into him, into the 
part of him we call ‘the unconscious mind.’ There it g^ows 
and begins to take shape (together, maybe, with other poetic 
‘seeds,’ for a poet may have any number of poems growing 
inside him at once), till the moment comes when it is ready 
to be bom. For a poem, this second stage may take a few 
days only or it may take years. 

32 
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3. The poet feels an urgent desire to write a poem. It*s 
often an actual physical feeling: I myself get it in my 
stomach; it’s like a mixture of the feeling I have there when 
Tm hungry and the one I have when I’m particularly excited 
or frightened about something that’s just going to happen 
to me. Now the poem is beginning to be bom. The poet 
sits very quietly — or he may stride all over the countryside 
at five miles an hour, or go for a ride in a bus — whatever 
helps him best to concentrate on getting the poem out of 
himself He recognizes, in it, the seed which first came to 
him weeks or months before, which he may have forgotten 
all about in the meanwlide; but the seed has grown and 
developed in a remarkable way. 

Stage 3 is where the poem bangs at the door, so to speak, 
and demands to be let out. What comes out first is not the 
finished poem, though: it is the general shape and idea of 
the poem, sometimes a whole stanza ready-made, seldom 
more than that. Tliis is where the hard work of writing a 
poem begins — and it is very hard work indeed, I can tell 
you. The poet has to get the rest of the poem out, to shape 
it, to choose every word in it as carefully as you would 
choose a cricket bat or a new dress for yourself. Some 
poems are bom more easily than others: but there’s nearly 
always a certain amount of hard work about it, and often 
it’s so hard that the poet may take hours — or even dayp — to 
write one single line that really satisfies liim. 

The coal that glows and fades 

So don’t get the idea that ‘inspiration’ means a* great 
golden flood of words pouring into the poet’s mind and 
marshalling themselves neatly into lines and stanzas. In- 
c 



34 


Poetry for You 

spiration is when the first seed of a poem strikes root in him. 
You’ll notice I used the phrase ‘strikes root’ : a poet may have 
many experiences, receive many ideas and images, which 
could be the seeds of poems, but somehow they don’t strike 
root — don’t get deep enough into his imagination to ferti- 
hze it. And he can never tell which of liis experiences is going 
to form itself into a poem, until the poem actually starts 
asking to be bom. We might fairly apply the word ‘in- 
spiration’ to this moment of the poetic process too — the 
pioment when, with eager excitement, the poet reahzes he 
is ready to create a poem. The best way I can describe this 
moment is to say that it’s rather like switcliing on your 
radio to get some distant station: you move the dials, oh so 
delicately, there is a long silence, the instrument begins to 
warm up, and at last a faint voice is heard—words growing 
gradually more easy to hear and understand. 

Where this inspiration comes from, nobody really knows. 
But obviously, just as you need a radio set to receive the 
sound waves sent out by a broadcasting station, so the poet 
needs a sensitive apparatus inside liimself to receive the 
messages of inspiration. This apparatus is the poetic imagina- 
tion. Every one possesses some imagination: but the poet’s 
has to be developed in special ways. I described some of 
these in chapter 2, when I told you how people first became 
poets. But that’s only the beginning of it. You develop a 
muscle by exercising it. And the poet develops his imagina- 
tion by exercising it. 

He does this pardy by writing poetry: he gets into the 
habit of writing poetry, and this habit is one of the things 
that distinguishes a real professional poet from the person 
who just writes a poem now and then for fun. He does it, 
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also, by constantly playing with words, just as a conjuror 
absent-mindedly plays with coins to keep his hand in: you 
can never be a poet unless you are fascinated by words — 
their sounds and shapes and meanings — and have them 
whirling about in your head all the time. Above all, the 
poet develops his poetic faculty through contemplation — 
that is to say, by looking steadily both at the world outside 
him and the things that happen inside him, by using all his 
senses to feel the wonder, the sadness and the excitement of 
life, and by trying all the time to grasp the mysterious 
pattern which underlies it. Yet, however devoted he is to 
his profession, however much he contemplates and practises, 
however skilful a craftsman in words he may become, a poet 
can never command inspiration. It may stay with him for 
months, or desert him for years. He does not know when 
it will come — or go. As Shelley said, 

The mind in creation is as a fading coal, which some in- 
visible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory 
brightness. 

'The flags, the roundabouts, the gala day 

Now Tm going to take you behind the scenes and show 
you how one of my own poems was written. I think it will 
help you to understand what Tve just been saying. Here is 
the poem: 

Children look down upon the morning-gray 
Tissue of mist that veils a valley’s lap: 

Their fingers itch to tear it and unwrap 
The flags, the roundabouts, the gala day. 

They watch the spring rise inexhaustibly — 

A breathing thread out of the eddied sand, 



36 


Poetry for You 

Sufficient to their day: but half their mind 
Is on die sailed and ghttering estuary. 

Fondly we wish their mist might never break, 

Knowing it hides so much that best were liidden: 

We’d chain them by die spring, lest it should broaden 
For them into a quicksand and a wreck. 

But diey shp through our fingers like the source. 

Like mist, like time that has flagged out their course. 

The seed of tliis poem was a strong feeling I had about my 
own two children. It is a feeling most parents have, at one 
time or another — a feeling of sadness that their children must 
grow up, must leave their protection and go out into the 
dangerous and difficult world. When you are young, you 
sometimes resent your parents having that feeling: you want 
to grow up and be independent. 

Now, if you look at the poem again, you'll see there are 
two themes, or subjects, in it — the original one, my own 
feeling, which comes out in die last six lines; and the 
childrens feeling of impatience and expectation, which comes 
out in the first eight. These two themes are intended to 
balance and contrast with each other. 

Before I actually start writing a poem, I often find a line 
of verse comes into my head — a line wliich gives me a clue 
to the theme and pattern which the poem will develop: a 
sort of key-line. When I sat doivn to begin this sonnet, such 
a line of verse at once came into my head. That line (it is the 
only one I didn’t have to work for) was ‘The flags, the 
roundabouts, the gala day.’ I thought about this line, and 
saw that it was an image of a fete or a fair, the sort of thing 
a child looks forward to; obviously, it symbolized (that is, 
‘stood for’) the grown-up world which a child 
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patient to enter. The idea of impatience then added some 
more lines — the first three. Here, the early-morning mist 
covering the valley represents the veil which the children 
wish to tear away, as they would tear the tissue-paper off a 
birthday present — th^ veil wliich shuts them off from the 
grown-up world. The image came out of my memory, 
recalled from a day several years ago when I was taking my 
children to school in Devonshire, and we paused at the top 
of a hill and saw the whole of the valley below covered with 
mist: I remembered thinking at the time that it looked like 
tissue-paper, but Td forgotten all abour the incident until I 
began to write this poem. 

Next, I wanted a second image-sequence, as a variation 
on the theme expressed in the first four lines. You'll find 
it in lines 5 to 8 — the picture of a spring bubbling up out of 
the earth, and children bending down to watch its ‘breathing 
thread.' The word ‘breathing’ gives you a clue to the mean- 
ing of this passage: the spring represents life near its source, 
yotmg life; and the children are only half satisfied with it; 
‘half their mind’ is looking forward to the time when their 
life will have broadened out, as a stream broadens into an 
estuary, and become more important and exciting. The 
image of the spring, like that of the mist, came out of my 
memory: it was a particular spring, near a country house in 
Ireland, which used to fascinate me as a child; I remember 
spending hours watching it, wondering how such a tiny 
thread of water managed to force its way out of the earth. 

Next, the other theme had to be started — the parents* feel- 
ing about the children going out into the world. Notice 
that, although this theme was the original seed of the poem, 
it now occupies a relatively smal^-^pace (lines 9 to 12): it 
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often happens, when you arc writing a poem, that you find 
the poem turning out quite differently from what you 
expected — ^in other words, you don’t know what a poem is 
going to be like till you have gone some way with the com- 
posing of it; indeed, to a certain extent, a poem composes 
itself Lines 9-12 say, quite simply, ‘We grown-ups wish the 
mist of childhood might never break for our children, because, 
when it does, they’ll see the world is not such a pleasant 
place as they imagined. We’d like to chain them to their 
childhood, to save them from being hurt (“a quicksand and 
a wreck”) as every one must sometimes be hurt by life when 
he grows up/ But the poem couldn’t end like that, could it ? 
After all, a parent can’t really prevent his children growing 
up, even if it was right for him to try and do so — which it 
isn’t. So, in the last two lines, I describe how children grow 
independent of their parents, slipping away from them as 
mist or water (‘the source’) slips through one’s fingers: they 
must fend for themselves, run their own race — and time has 
already ‘flagged out their course.’ 

A corridor of mirrors 

I wonder whether you have noticed something about those 
last six lines. Except for the quicksand and the wreck there 
are no new images in them. Even the phrase ‘flagged out 
their course’ (which, by the way, is another memory-image 
of mine, derived from a two-mile steeplechase I ran in as a 
boy of fourteen) — even this phrase echoes ‘the flags’ of line 
4. Instead of using new images, I have repeated those of the 
first eight lines — mist, the spring, the estuary (‘lest it should 
broaden For them into a quicksand and a wreck’), the flags. 
In the last chapter I told you how important a part is played 
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in poetry by repetition. It is not only words and phrases, 
but also images, which can be repeated. And they are 
repeated in this poem, so that you can see the two main 
themes from a number of different angles, just as you can 
see many- different reflections of yourself if you walk down 
a corridor of mirrors. 

Lastly, what I have told you about the sources of these 
particular images will help you to understand how a poem 
grows. The seed df this poem took root in my mind. Then, 
without my being aware of it, it somehow attracted to itself 
several experiences I had had at quite different periods of 
my life and forgotten about. It got hold of a Devonshire 
mist, an Irish spring, and a steeplechase course in Dorset; it 
added an estuary with yachts sailing on it (I still don’t know 
where that last picture came from) : and, when I began to 
write the poem, these four images rose out of my mind all 
ready to illustrate the theme. . . . 

The actual process of writing poetry, then, is rather hke 
the process by which a diamond brooch is made. The poet 
digs into himself, as a miner digs into a hillside, to find the 
precious stones — the themes and images of his poems. 
However skilful and hard-working a miner is, he will not 
find any diamonds unless there are some to be found there: 
and you won’t get any poetry out of yourself either unless 
it’s there already — unless your imagination is so hot and 
strong that it has fused your experience into the precious 
stones which are the raw material of poetry, in the same way 
as certain chemical conditions are necessary for the making 
of diamonds beneath the earth’s surface. You can’t, in 
fact, write a real poem just by wishing to write one. When 
the diamonds have been mined, they must be selected, 
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graded tod cut before they can be used for an ornament. 
This process is equivalent to the work a poet has to do to 
make a finished poem out of the raw material his imaginatibn 
yields him. And, just as the quahty and size of the diamonds 
available to him affect the design of the brooch which the 
jeweller makes, so the nature and quality of our poetic 
material help to create the pattern of our poem. 
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POEMS THAT TELL A STORY 

T he first poem many of us hear in our lives is a nursery- 
rhyme or a lullaby sung by our mother. When we are 
small, we love words for their own sake even though we 
don’t understand their meaning. We also love stories. If 
you think back to the time when you were a child, you will 
realize how these nursery rhymes appealed to you. 

Hush-a-bye, baby, on tlic tree top, 

When die wind blows, the cradle will rock. 

When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall, 

Down will come baby, cradle and all. 

We loved that, for its rocl^g rhythm and lullaby words, 
and because it contains a dramatic little story-picture. We’d 
still have loved it even if we’d been old enough to think 
that it was nonsense; for surely it must be — after all, parents 
don’t put their children to sleep in cradles at the tops of 
trees. Well, human pare|its don’t. But what about birds? 
Is ‘Hush-a-bye, baby’ a poem about birds in their nests? 
That’s a new idea. You see now, even in the simplest 
poem there’s generally more than meets the eye. A poem 
may be non-sense; that is to say, its thought and language 
do not make the same kind of sense as we find in ordinary 
conversation or in prose-writing. But it is very seldom pure 
nonsense: there is nearly always a meaning beneath the 
s^rface of it. 


41 



42 


Poetry for You 

‘Hush-a-byc, baby’ has a story in it. So has that comic 
cockney nursery rhyme which^goes — 

Eaper Weaper, chimbley-sweeper, 

Had a wife but couldn’t keep her, 

Had anovver, didn’t love her, 

Up the chimbley he did shove her. (1. 19) 

More nonsense ? Or is it, maybe, a poetic story founded 
on fact, on a true story of some villainous chimney-sweep 
who murdered his wife and shoved her body up the chim- 
ney? Some of the most beautiful nursery rhymes hardly 
seem to make any sort of sense at all: ‘A pin to look at a 
peep-show’ (L 3 ) and *How many miles to Babylon’ (1. 37 ) 
are like tliis. But, if we could go back into history and talk 
to the people who made them up, we should find there was 
a story at the bottom of them. Some nursery-rhymes we 
know to have been really political poems: they were com- 
posed by people who, for fear of persecution, didn’t dare to 
attack their rulers openly in words; so they made up rhymes 
which seemed to be harmless nonsense, but would be under- 
stood by their friends. ‘Georgie-Porgie, pudding and pie’ is 
one of these. They were a kind of code-writing, and people 
in the Occupied Countries during the war have been doing 
the very same thing. 

Gossip into poetry 

Our nursery-rhymes and nonsense rhymes, then, have 
some resemblance to the magic spells which primitive men 
made up. Savages, Uke children, enjoy words for their 
sound, and have a great feeling for the mysteriousness of the 
world. Magic spells used rhythmical jumbles of words to 
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express this sense of mystery and to influence the powers of 
nature. As men became a little more civilized, a kind of 
poetry grew up which is half-way between the nonsense 
verse and the more logical story-poems that we call ‘ballads\ 
This half-way poetry is folk-song. As the name suggests, 
it is poetry made up by the folk (the common people) for 
folk to sing. 

If you read some folk-songs, you will notice three things 
about them: they are strongly rhythmical; they tell a story; 
they very often have a chorus, or refrain. For instance, 
there is ‘A farmer he lived in the West Country’ (I. i). 
This poem has a swinging, bouncing sort of rhythm, and 
it tells the story of a jealous girl who pushed her youngest 
sister into a river. Here are the first two stanzas of it. Notice 
how the straightforward story of the poem is mixed up with 
what seems to be nonsense — the refrains in the second, fifth 
and sixth lines of each stanza. Sense and nonsense are put 
together here, blending into a rhythmical pattern. 

A farmer he lived in the West country, 

Bow down ! Bow down ! 

A farmer he lived in the West country 
And he had daughters one, two and three, 

Singing ‘I will be true unto my love 
If my love will be true unto me.’ 

One day they walked by the river’s brim, 

Bow down ! Bow down ! 

One day they walked by the river’s brim 
When the eldest pushed the youngest in, 

Singing 1 will be true unto my love 
If my love will be true unto me. 
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Another famous folk-song, ‘The Wraggle Taggle Gipsies’ 
(I. 8 o), describes how a fine lady ran away from- her husband 
to join a gipsy band. Then — the reverse of this — there is a 
folk-song about the son of a humble broom-cutter who 
married the lady of the casde (11. 92 ). Or the grand old one 
about Admiral Benbow — 

Brave Benbow lost liis legs by chain-shot, by chain-shot, 

Brave Benbow lost his legs by chain-shot: 

Brave Benbow lost his legs, and all on his stumps he begs — 

Fight on my English lads, ’tis our lot, ’tis our lot. (II. 20) 

The first three poems I mentioned are rather like fairy 
tales in verse. But folk-songs differ from fairy tales in being 
more firmly based on fact. Admiral Benbow we know 
really existed. But so, I believe, did the lady who ran away 
with the gipsies, and the broom-cutter’s son, and the nasty 
girl who pushed her sister into the river. The ‘folk,’ whether 
they work in field or in factory (but particularly if they are 
country folk), live pretty uneventful lives on the whole. 
Therefore, they are greatly excited by any unusual event 
that happens in the neighbourhood, and gossip about it for 
years after it has taken place. Folk-songs are often just 
gossip turned into poetry. Our folk-song flourished most 
when the great majority of people were living on the land, 
in villages which were cut off from each other and from the 
towns— no buses, no newspapers, no radio: and the story 
of the broom-cutter’s son who married the lady of the casde, 
for instance, which nowadays might get half a column in 
the local newspaper, in those olden times was given a far 
longer life by being put into verse and sung by the villagers. 
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As if it had happened to us 

This, by the way, illustrates an important point about 
poetry, as compared with prose. You and I wouldn’t be 
much excited by an old newspaper cutting which read: 

LOCAL BOY MAKES GOOD 

Last Thursday, at Haughty Castle, were celebrated the 
nuptials of Lady Superba Fitzhaughty and Mr. Jack Smith. This 
event was the culmination of a whirlwind romance between a 
distinguished and beautiful representative of one of our oldest 
coimty families, and a higldy respected young broom-cutter. 
Speaking at the wedding reception, the bridegroom’s father, 
Mr. A. Smith, who is also in die broom-cutting business, said, 
‘If any further proof were needed that we Hve in a democratic 
age, it would be supplied by the event whicli we are cele- 
brating to-day,’ etc., etc. 

At least, we shouldn’t be much interested in it unless we 
knew the people concerned. But we are excited when we 
read: 

There was an old man and he lived in the West, 

And his trade was the cutting of broom, green broom; 

And he had a lazy lad, whose name it was Jack, 

Who’d lie in his bed till noon, till noon, 

Who’d he in his bed till noon. 

The old man arose and to his son goes, 

And swore he would fire the room, the room. 

If Jack wouldna rise and sharp up his knives 
And go to the wood to cut broom, green broom. 

And go to the wood to cut broom. 
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Then Jack he arose and put on his clothes; 

He banned and he swore and did fume, did fume, 

To think that he should, with his breeding so good, 

Be doomed all his life to cut broom, green broom, 

Be doomed all his hfe to cut broom. 

So Jack he passed on to the Greenwood alone. 

Till he came to a castle of gloom, grey gloom; 

He rapped at the gate where’er he could beat, 

Crying ‘Maids, will you buy my green broom, green broom 
Crying ‘Maids, will you buy my green broom f 

A lady on high did him then espy. 

And marvelling much at his bloom, bright bloom. 

She called on her maid to use all her speed 

And bring up the youth with his broom, green broom, 

And bring up the youth with his broom. 

Jack cHmbed the dark stair witliout dread or fear, 

Till he came to this fair lady’s room, fine room; 

With courtesy kind he pleased so her mind. 

She asked him there for her groom, bridegroom. 

She asked him thdre for her groom. 

Now all ye broom-cutters that live in the West, 

Pray call at die castle of gloom, grey gloom; 

There’s both meat and drink, lads, and what do you think ? — 
No trade like the cutting o’ broom, green broom. 

No trade hke the cutting o’ broom. 

Anon. 

We are excited by this because poetry has the power of 
making a thing, which happened years ago to people we 
don’t know, seem to be happening to us. Poetry, we say, 
universalizes experience: which means that it opens up to 
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every one an experience that was originally the private 
property, so to speak, of a few people. 

Most folk-songs are based on local scandal — ^violent deeds 
or unusual events which the composer of them wished to 
commemorate. But not all of them. Some, for example, 
were made for special occasions, like ‘Wassail and wassail all 
over the town’ (I. 94), which was sung at Christmastime 
like a carol. Others again, like ‘Twelve Oxen’ (I. 39), are 
songs pure and simple. 

A few folk-songs are pure nonsense verse, filled with the 
kind of riddles which country people used to like so much. 
‘In Nottamun town’ (I. 42) is an example of this. Compare 
it with the opening lines of the Icomb Mummers’ Play, and 
you’ll see what I mean. 

In comes I Old Hind-before, 

I comes fust to open your door. 

I comes fust to kick up a dust, 

I comes fust to sweep up your house. 

I went down a dark, narrow lane, 

Weren’t very dirty, neither very clean; 

I come to Wrought-Iron House 
Thatched with brass candlesticks. 

There was an Iron Pear Tree before the door, 

I knocked at the Door and the Maid came out. 

I asked her one, and she gave me one 
As hard as a blacksmith’s anvil. 

I returned her many thanks. 

She asked me to have a crust of her ale 
And a glass of her bread and cheese. 

I said, ‘Yes thanks,’ but I meant ‘No please.’ 

I went down a little bit further, 

I come to two men threshing Bacca-Cams, 
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One hit a rearing blow, t’other hit a driving blow. 
Which cut a Bacca-Carn through a nine-inch wall, 

Killed a dead dog t’other side, 

The dog jumps up and hollows Bow-wow-wow. 

I took me dog without his tail. 

And loaded me gun with a long spiked nail. 

I met a man, he fled with glee; 

I nailed his shadow to a tree. 

I’ve travelled here, I’ve travelled there; 

I should like to taste a drop of your strong beer. 

(III. 47) [From the Icomb Mummers Play] 

Those lines are full of the countryman’s primitive, riddling 
humour. They are spoken by the actor who introduces the 
play, and they end up with a request for a glass of beer. 
Although the lines are as crazy as anything in ITMA, they 
have a poetic quality about them: and two lines in particular 
— I met a man, he fled with glee; I nailed his shadow to a 
tree’ — give me the same kind of thrill that I get from a 
ghost story. 

To ‘return to the more common type of folk-song: here is 
one from the United States, called ‘Casey Jones,’ wliich 
records a terrible accident that occurred in the early days 
of American railways. It was a head-on collision between 
two trains, caused by the failure of a pointsman to switch 
one of them into a siding and allow the other — the Western 
Mail — to pass by on the single main hne. 

Come all you rounders if you want to hear 
The story of a brave engineer; 

Casey Jones was the hogger’s name, 

On a big eight-wheeler, boys, he won his fame. 

Caller called Casey at half-past four, 
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He kissed his wife at the station door, 

Mounted to the cabin with orders in his hand, 

And took his farewell trip to the promised land. 

Casey Jones, he mounted to the cabin, 

Casey Jones, with his orders in his hand ! 

Casey Jones, he mounted to the cabin, 

Took his farewell trip into the promised land. 

Put in your water and shovel in your coal. 

Put your head out the window, watch the drivers roll, 
I’ll run her till she leaves the rail, 

’Cause we’re eight hours late with the Western Mail ! 
He looked at his watch and liis watch was slow. 
Looked at the water and the water was low. 

Turned to his fireboy and said, 

‘We’ll get to ’Frisco, but we’U all be dead !’ 

{Refrain) 

Casey pulled up Reno Hill, 

Tooted for the crossing with an awful shrill. 

Snakes all knew by the engine’s moans 

That the hogger at the throttle was Casey Jones. 

He pulled up short two miles from the place. 

Number Four stated him right in die face. 

Turned to his fireboy, said, ‘You’d better jump, 

’Cause there’s two locomotives that’s going to bump !’ 

{Refrain) 

Casey said, just before he died, 

‘There’s two more roads I’d like to ride.’ 

Fireboy said, ‘What can they be ?’ 

‘The Rio Grande and the Old S.P.’ 

Mrs. Jones sat on her bed a-sighing. 

Got a pink that Casey was dying, 

Said, ‘Go to bed, children; hush your crying, 

’Cause you’ll get another papa on the Salt Lake line.’ 


D 



50 


Poetry for You 

Casey Jones ! Got another papa ! 

Casey Jones, on the Salt Lake Line ! 

Casey Jones ! Got another papa ! 

Got another papa on die Salt Lake Line ! 

There are several things worth noticing in that poem. 
First, the free, vigorous metre, with its underlying rhythm 
panting away like the exhaust of a powerful engine (you can 
hear the engine labouring up a steep gradient in ‘Cdsey 
pulled up Reno Hill’). Second, the catchy refrain, typical 
of good folk-song in spite of its unusual subject. Third, the 
dramatic way in which the story is told: there is no descrip- 
tion of the accident itself; you may be a bit disappointed 
by this at first, but you soon realize that the poem is much 
more exciting because it breaks off at the critical moment 
when two locomotives are ‘going to bump.’ ‘Casey Jones’ 
is a folk-song, with a tune of its own; but it also has the 
dramatic technique of a ballad — a technique which, as you 
will now see, depends almost as much upon what is left out 
as upon what is put in, 

plume in his helmet, a sword at his knee 

Ballads are like most folk-songs in that they tell a story. 
But, whereas the latter were always sung (we stiU know the 
old tunes for nearly all our folk-songs), ballads were gener- 
ally recited. There is a special ballad metre, in which the 
great majority of ballads are written, designed for simplicity 
and speed: 

Now Robin Hood is to Nottingham gone, 

With a link a down md a day, 

And there he met a silly old woman, 

Was weeping on the way. (L 65) 
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The metre is simple, because — as I told you before — the 
ballads were composed by simple people, and often members 
of the audience liked to make up additional stanzas. It is a 
fast-moving metre because a ballad generally had quite a 
long story to tell, and it was necessary to keep it on the 
go so that the listeners shouldn’t get bored. It is also a 
flexible metre: that is to say, it allows considerable variation 
of rhythm, as the stanza I have just quoted shows. 

The ballads are flexible, not only in their metre, but in the 
way they tell their stories. They tell them in a highly 
dramatic way; and the dramatic technique they use has 
sometliing in common with the movies. For example, here 
are two consecutive stanzas from the famous ballad of ‘Sir 
Patrick Spens’ (II. 58): 

I saw the new moon late yestreen, 

Wi’ the auld moon in her arm; 

And if we gang to sea, master, 

I fear we’ll come to harm ! 

They hadna sailed a league, a league, 

A league but barely three. 

When tlie lift ^ grew dark, and the wind blew loud, 

And gurly2 grew the sea. 

In the first stanza, one of the crew is telling the ship’s 
owner that bad weather is coming and it would be 
dangerous to put to sea. Then, instead of going on with the 
argument that must have taken place between the owner 
and the crew and describing how in the end the ship actually 
sails, the poem takes a jump: in the next stanza, the ship is 
already at sea, nearly three leagues from land, and the storm 

^ hft^sky * gurly^u'j'W 
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is blowing up. We noticed the same kind of jump in ‘Casey 
Jones/ — after ‘two locomotives that’s going to bump/ 

The same dramatic device is constantly used in the 
movies — ^weVe got so used to it that we don’t even notice 
it nowadays. The hero, say, gets on to a train at Chicago : 
there is, perhaps, a shot of the wheels going round and the 
coupling-rod gathering speed : and the next thing we see is the 
hero getting out at New York. There obviously isn’t time 
in a film, any more than in a ballad, to sho’^ everything that 
happens to the characters: therefore only the most dramatic, 
exciting things are described, and it is left to our imagination 
to fill in the gaps. Another way in which the ballad-writers 
speeded up their stories was by leaving out ‘he said’ and ‘he 
replied’ when two people are talking. But, of course, they 
do not keep their story going at top speed all the time: here 
and there they slow it down, as you will see^in the verbal 
repetition (common in ballads) at the beginning of stanza 2 
above; this slo wing-down increases the dramatic tension of 
the poem. 

‘Of moving accidents by flood and field' 

The ballad of ‘Sir Patrick Spens’ is .about a shipwreck 
which is mentioned in the history-books. Quite a number 
of ballads are founded on historical events: one of the great- 
est of these is ‘Chevy Chase’ (II. 75); and there is a whole 
collection of ballads — ^you will find them in the Oxford 
Book of Ballads — about Robin Hood. The Robin Hood 
ballads are the best ones to begin with, as they are in more 
or less ordinary English. The great majority of our finest 
ballads, however, were composed by people living near the 
Border, and are therefore a mixture of English and Scots 
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dialect, which makes them a bit difficult to follow. The 
best thing is to get a grown-up to read a few aloud to you 
first; then you will get into the swing of it and be able to 
read them by yourself. You’ll certainly miss a great deal 
by not reading them, for they tell the strangest, most 
exciting stories. 

The great mass of ballads deal with adventures and violent 
deeds — ^what Othello called ‘moving accidents by flood and 
field.’ One of my own favourites is ‘Lord Randal,’ which 
is about a young man poisoned, together with his hounds, 
after hunting, by a wicked woman. 

‘O where hae ye been, Lord Randal, my son ? 

O where hae ye been, my handsome young man f — 

‘I hae been to the wild wood; mother, make my bed soon, 
For I’m weary wi’ hunting, and fain wald lie down.’ 

‘Where gat ye your dinner, Lord Randal, my son ? 

Where gat ye your dimier, my handsome young man ?’ — 

‘I dined wi’ my true love; motlier, make my bed soon, 

For I’m weary wi’ hunting, and fain wald lie down.’ 

‘What gat ye to your dinner, Lord Randal, my son ? 

What gat ye to your dinner, my handsome young man ?’ — 
‘I gat eels boil’d in broo’ ; mother, make my bed soon. 

For I’m weary wi’ hunting, and fain wald lie down.’ 

‘What became of your bloodhounds, Lord Randal, my son ? 
What became of your bloodhounds, my handsome young 
man?’ — 

‘O they swell’d and they died; motlier, make piy bed soon. 
For I’m weary wi’ hunting, and fain wald lie down.’ 
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*0 I fear ye are poison’d, Lord Randal, my son ! 

O I fear ye are poison’d, my handsome young man !’ — 

‘O yes ! I am poison’d; modier, make my bed soon, 

For I’m sick at the heart, and I fain wald lie down.’ 

[Anon,] (II. 49 ) 

Then there is ‘The Bonny Earl of Moray’ (II. 1 12) : ‘Mary 
Hamilton’ (IL 12) — this is one which should appeal par- 
ticularly to girls: ‘The Two Brethren’ (L 84), about two 
brothers, one of whom accidentally killed the other while 
they were ragging: ‘Helen of Kirkconnell’ (III. 83) — a very 
beautiful and dramatic poem: ‘Young Hunting’ (III. 99), 
which is really a sort of crime-story in verse, for it tells how 
a woman stabbed her lover to death, how she liid his body 
by putting it into a deep part of the Clyde, and how she 
was given away by her parrot which had witnessed the 
crime. 

There are other ballads, such as ‘The wee, wee man’ 
(I. 3) and ‘Thomas the Rhymer’ (III. 144), which are about 
fairies and supernatural events. But even some of these (I 
imagine, though I cannot prove it) may be founded on fact. 
For example, ‘Thomas the Rhymer’ describes how a young 
poet was seized away from earth by a fairy and taken into 
fairyland, where he had to live for seven years: and this 
story might well have been made up to account for one of 
those mysterious disappearances — often due to loss of 
memory — which we read about in the newspapers today. 

Some ballads, of course, are pure romance, pure fiction; 
but these are a small minority. The greatest of them, by far, 
is ‘The Ancient Mariner’ (III. 51). I expect most of you 
know it, so I’m not going to talk about it much here, except 
to point out two ways in wliich it differs from all the other 
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ballads Tve mentioned. First, we know who wrote it; — an 
English poet of the late eighteenth century called Coleridge: 
whereas the mass of ballads and folk-songs are by unknown, 
anonymous poets — ‘Anon/ is what you find under them 
instead of an author’s name. The second point is this: the 
mass of ballads, as I told you, are stories written in verse; 
but ‘The Ancient Mariner/ though the story in it is very 
thrilling indeed, is more than a story — it describes a mystical 
experience, and is almost a kind of parable. The mariner 
who shoots the albatross and brings bad luck and death to 
liis sliipmates, and is condemned to wander in uncharted 
seas, and finally is able to repent and be forgiven, symboHzes 
(that is, ^stands for’) something in the human mind — the 
thing called conscience; and this great poem, hke a parable, 
has a moral: 

He prayeth best, who loveth best 
All things both great and small; 

For tlie dear God who loveth us, 

He made and loveth all. 

Poetry about people 

Narrative poetry, like ballads, tells stories — sometimes 
pure fiction, but generally founded on fact: it uses, however, 
a greater variety of metres than the ballad. When a narra- 
tive poem is on a very big scale, like the ‘Iliad’ and ‘Odyssey’ 
of Homer, the ‘Aeneid’ of Virgil, or Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’ 
and ‘Paradise Regained,’ it is called an epic. The best narra- 
tive poetry in our language was written by Chaucer, 
who Hved in the fourteenth century. His famous book, 
‘The Canterbury Tales,’ is a collection of stories in verse, 
told by various members of a company of pilgrims with 
whom the poet is travelling to Canterbury. Chaucer was 
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particularly interested in the way people looked and thought 
and behaved — an interest we associate nowadays much more 
with novelists than with poets. 

If you take a giant’s stride from Chaucer, across six cen- 
turies, you come to the present Poet Laureate, Mr. Mase- 
field. Like Chaucer, he is interested in people and loves a 
good story. He has written a number of narrative poems, 
of the kind which boys and girls, as well as grown-ups, 
thoroughly enjoy, for they are written in simple language 
and are about things which any one can understand. He was 
a sailor himself for several years: his ‘Salt Water Ballads’ (I. 
46 and 52) were some of the poems I myself first liked as a 
boy. Another English poet who was specially interested in 
people is Robert Browning. He lived in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century, at the same time as Tennyson. I 
expect many of you know Browning’s poem, ‘The Pied 
Piper of Hamelin’ (I. 25) ; and that very dramatic one called 
‘My Last Duchess’ you will enjoy too: both of them are 
excellent material for speaking aloud. Most of his poems 
about men and women, however, are a bit difficult to 
xmderstand until you are grown-up and have had the kind 
of experiences yourself which he puts into them. 

Tennyson’s ‘Ballad of the Revenge’ (I. 7) I have men- 
tioned before. Boys generally like stories about fighting. 
So, as well as ‘The Revenge,’ let me recommend to you 
‘Marmion’ (II. 14), by Sir Walter Scott: it contains those 
thrilling lines: 

The stubborn spear-men still made good 
Their dark impenetrable wood, 

Each stepping where his comrade stood 
The instant that he fell. 
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and Lord Macaulay^s ‘Lays of Ancient Rome/ which are 
brisk, spirited story-poems about the legendary heroes of 
Rome — Horatius Codes, who held the bridge against great 
odds, is one of them. A special favourite of mine — ^and this 
is one which girls will like just as much as boys — ^is Jean 
Ingelow’s ‘The High Tide On The Coast of Lincolnshire' 
(II. 68) : it is a narrative poem about a terrible tidal wave 
which swept inland in the year 1571, drowning herds and 
houses and people, but it is written in a more lyrical style 
than most such poems: 

. . . The heart had hardly time to beat, 

Before a shallow seething wave 
Sobbed in the grasses at our feet: 

The feet had hardly time to flee 
Before it brake against the knee, 

And all the world was in the sea. 

There is one thing common to nearly all the poems I have 
mentioned in this chapter, and it is common to all story- 
poems. In such poetry, the story comes first. The poets 
could not have written these poems, of course, if their 
emotion had not been strongly stirred by the tales they had 
to tell. Their feelings, however, are subordinated to the 
story, giving it Hfe and colour, ^but never pushing it into 
the background and taking the front of the stage themselves. 
In the next chapter we shall come to the kind of poems that 
are saturated with the poet's feelings and are written to 
express those feelings. 
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MOODS, VISIONS AND SEASONS 

T H E word ‘lyric’ has come to be used of any poetry 
which is not narrative or dramatic, satire or epigram. 
But it originally meant poetry that can be sung, and it’s this 
kind of poetry I want to talk about first. The Elizabethans, 
as you know, loved music. Music was the regular thing at 
Court: friends would sit down after dinner to sing part- 
songs: there were musical instruments provided in barbers’ 
shops, so that you could strum away while you waited to 
have your hair cut. Indeed, you weren’t thought to be 
properly educated unless you could read musical notes as 
well as ordinary writing. At such a time, as you can imagine, 
the art of writing words for music, and music for words, 
flourished. The Elizabethan age was the first great period 
of the English lyric. 

You may, for all that, be a bit disappointed at first when 
you begin to read Elizabethan lyrics. For one thing, they 
are so very often about love; and at your age people aren’t 
generally much interested in love. Then, they will perhaps 
seem to you rather exaggerated and artificial in their idiom, 
or style. But, just because they are artificial, they are not 
necessarily insincere. In our ordinary, everyday speech we 
use slang and turns of phrase just as exaggerated, in their 
way, as the most flowery compliments of the Elizabethan 
poets: and we do it, as they did, simply because we arc 
excited and like to splash about in words. They were also 
at the height of the Renaissance — the flood of classical learn- 
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ing and literature that was sweeping into England from the 
continent — which made them particularly interested in strict 
poetic forms. And besides, there was the influence of music: 
poems written for music, or under the influence of music, 
tend to be more artificial in diction than poems written 
simply to be read. 

The best lyrics of this period for you to start with are the 
ones you find in Shakespeare’s plays. Most of you know 
‘Come unto these yellow sands’ (I. 18) and ‘Where the bee 
sucks’ (I. 99), ‘Full fathom five’ ( 1 . 24) and ‘Blow, blow, 
thou winter wind’ ( 11 . 10). You should certainly get to 
know, as well, ‘Come away. Death’ (III. 19), ‘Take, oh take 
those lips away’ (II. 56) — and the greatest of all — ‘Fear no 
more the heat o’ the sun’ (III. 26). 

Fear no more the heat o’ the sun, 

Nor the furious winter’s rages; 

Thou thy worldly task hast done, 

Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages ; 

Golden lads and girls all must. 

As chimney-sweepers, come to dust. 

Fear no more the frown o’ the great. 

Thou art past the tyrant’s stroke: 

Care no more to clothe and eat; 

To thee the reed is as the oak: 

The sceptre, learning, physic, must 
All follow this, and come to dust. 

Fear no more the lightning flash, 

Nor the all dreaded thunder-stone; 

Fear not slander, censure rash; 

Thou hast finish’d joy and moan: 

All lovers young, all lovers must 
Consign to thee, and come to dust. 
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No exerciser harm thee ! 

Nor no witchcraft charm thee 
Ghost unlaid forbear thee ! 

Notliing ill come near thee ! 

Quiet consummation have; 

And renownM be thy grave. 

[Shakespeare] 

That poem is called a ‘Dirge/ Yet, although it is about 
death, it is not really a sad poem. Why is this ? Partly be- 
cause it tells you that, once you are dead, youVe nothing 
more to fear: but chiefly, I think, because the feeling behind 
it is that everything must come to an end sooner or later — 
golden lads, chimney sweepers, schoolmasters, chemists and 
kings — and there is nothing so very terrible about a natural 
process which happens to every one. 

All those poems of Shakespeare were written to be sung: 
but they are also complete poems — they don't fade or col- 
lapse, as so many poems-for-music do, when you take the 
music away. From Shakespeare's songs, I suggest you should 
go on to such Ehzabethan lyrics as Dekker's ‘Lullaby' (I. 24), 
Campion's ‘A Lamentation' (IL3), Benjonson's ‘Slow, slow, 
fresh fount’ ( 11 . 53), and Peel's ‘His golden locks' (III, 38). If 
you can sing them or hear them sung, so much the better: 
but there is a music in the words themselves, which you 
will begin to hear if you say the poems aloud. In fact, 
poems that are actually set to music nearly always lose 
something of the poetic music which their words create; the 
notes of the music are apt to distort or cover up the beauty 
of the word-sounds. 

How did the lyric become separated from music and turn 
into the wider thing we know as ‘lyrical poetry’ ? I beheve 
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it was chiefly because poets began to see in the lyric a poetic 
form which could be used for wider, more varied purposes, 
to express a greater range and depth of meaning, provided 
they could cut it free from the artificial restraints imposed 
on it by music. Poetry, like the other arts — ^like the human 
race itself— needs both tradition and experiment to keep it 
ahve. For poets, tradition is derived from the work of 
earlier poets: certain rules for the writing of poetry are set 
up by this work, certain laws governing both the spirit and 
the form of poetry are established, and they are handed 
down (tradition means a ‘handing-down’) to later poets. 
But there comes a time when the poets feel these rules to be 
oppressive: they have new things to say, and the old forms 
seem to be more of a hindrance than a help. So the poets 
begin to break the rules, to make experiments and create 
new forms, and thus a kind of poetic revolution takes place. 
The new forms they have invented, however, in their turn 
create a tradition from which, in the course of time, later 
poets will feel compelled to break away. Now, without a 
doubt, one of the biggest poetic revolutions that has ever 
occurred was the separation of lyric poetry from music. 

A seamless garment 

No revolution, however, completely breaks away from 
the past. Wise rebels, while throwing aside everything 
oppressive and worn-out which they have inherited, try to 
take with them all the good things of the past. The chief 
thing which poets took over from the song-lyric and pre- 
served in the new lyrical poetry was — it’s difficult to find 
exactly the right word for it, but let us call it ‘singleness of 
mind.’ A great writer once said of poetry that it should be 
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‘simple, sensuous and passionate/ Let me try to explain 
what he meant by this. The imagination of the poet must 
be ‘passionate,’ at white heat, if it is to bum away all 
impurities in the poem, get rid of what is irrelevant or 
second-rate, and fuse his words into a single, shapely utter- 
ance. His senses must be all alive, so that he can feel things 
keenly and make the reader feel them through the ‘sensuous’ 
quality of the poem. An obvious example of tliis i^ Ben 
Jonson’s poem, ‘Have you seen but a wliite lily grow.’ 

Have you seen but a white lily grow, 

Before rude hands have touched it ? 

Have you marked but the fall of the snow. 

Before the earth hath smutched it ? 

Have you felt the wool of beaver. 

Or swan’s down ever ? 

Or have smelt o’ the bud o’ the briar 
Or the nard i’ the fire ? 

Or have tasted the bag 6’ the bee ? 

O so white, O so soft, O so sweet is she ! (II. 24) 

That is a very sensuous poem: the poet, by comparing his 
beloved with a lily, snow, swan’s-down, briar-roses, honey, 
and so on, appeals to our senses (sight, touch, smell, taste) 
much more successfully than if he had merely said, ‘O so 
white, O so soft, O so sweet is she.’ 

The lyric poem, finally, must be ‘simple.’ This does not 
necessarily mean ‘un-complex’ or ‘easy to understand’ — 
some lyric poetry is highly complex and difficult. It means 
that the poem should convey a single mood, a single state 
of mind, and convey it in a form free from all irrelevances 
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— a form which seems to have no joins’ or patches, but fits 
the mood Hke a seamless coat. 

Look out of your window the next night there is a full 
moon. Whether you are in town or country doesn’t matter. 
The houses opposite, the famihar street, the lamp-posts; the 
fields and trees and gates: sometliing has happened to them. 
Their outlines are still the same. But the moonlight has 
somehow made them both simpler and more mysterious: 
it has put a kind of glaze and glamour upon them, so that — 
instead of being a number of different, apparently unrelated 
objects — they have become parts of a single pattern. Lyric 
poetry has this effect of moonlight. It makes things at the 
same time simpler and more mysterious; it reveals patterns 
wliich we had not seen clearly before. And tliis capacity for 
simplifying was the gift that lyric poetry took over from 
the song-lyric. Songs were always, at heart, simple cries 
of joy or sorrow: and love and death are still the two greatest 
themes of lyric poetry. 

The surface of pure lyric poems is smooth as crystal. But 
crystal-gazers, staring into that innocent-looking globe, be- 
gin to see shadows, figures moving, strange meanings. 

Take, oh take those hps away 
That so sweedy were forsworn, 

And those eyes, the break of day. 

Lights that do mislead the mom . . . 

It looks so simple, at the first glance, doesn’t it > But look 
at it again. If the ‘eyes’ Shakespeare is talking about are 
‘the break of day,’ why do they ^mislead the morn’ ? Yet — 
and this is the point — it is not necessary to understand the 
poem fully in order to be moved by it. We may have 
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enjoyed a poem for years, before we have some experience 
in our own lives wliich gives us the clue to its full meaning. 
‘Still waters run deep,’ the proverb says. Beneath the quiet, 
un-dramatic surface of thousands of lyric poems, there are 
depths of meaning — depths we shall never enter by worry- 
ing over the poem and pulling it to pieces. 

A lyric poem is not necessarily bad, of course, if it has 
no such depth. ‘Come unto these yellow sands’ and ‘Where 
the bee sucks’ are good poems, though in ejffect they say 
no more than ‘How jolly life is ! Come and enjoy it.’ 
William Blake, many of whose visionary poems reveal 
layer after layer of meaning, also wrote lyrics — ‘Songs of 
Innocence,’ he called them — ^which are the simplest expres- 
sions of joy or grief: for instance, ‘The Schoolboy’ ( 1 . 40) and 
‘The Echoing Green’ (I. 87). And the carols we sing at 
Christmas or Easter are simple in the same way: they 
praise God; they don’t ask questions, or argue, or mean 
more than they say. 

Pure and simple 

Most English lyrical poetry is not ‘pure’ in the sense that 
those lyrics by Shakespeare and Blake are pure. Purity 
is not the same thing as simpheity. Let us compare two 
poems. The first is by Blake, the second is a madrigal by an 
anonymous Ehzabethan writer. 

1 . O rose, thou art sick ! 

The invisible worm 
That flies in the night. 

In the howling storm, 
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Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy; 

And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy. (III. 107) 

2. The silver swan who, living, had no note. 

When death approached, unlocked her silent throat: 
Leaning her breast against the reedy shore. 

Thus sang her first and last, and sang no more. 
Farewell all joys. O death, come, close mine eyes; 
More geese than swans now live, more fools tlian wise. 

(II. 96) 

No one could call the Blake poem simple. It is more 
mysterious than the most difficult riddle I have ever been 
asked. But it sends a most violent feeling through me, like 
the shock of an electric current, even though I don’t under- 
stand exactly what it means. The madrigal is calm, placid 
and perfectly simple by comparison: no riddles about it at 
all. Yet it is not pwre, as the Blake poem is. Why not ? 
Well, in the last two lines, through the mouth of the dying 
swan, the poet utters a human opinion about life. Obviously 
no swan, even if it was in the best of health, would be 
capable of thinking — let alone of saying, ‘The world is 
going to the dogs. There are more geese than swans living, 
more fools than wise, so I really shan’t be sorry to die.’ 
The opinion about life implied in those two lines is an 
impurity — a foreign body, as it were, in the poem: and it is 
only the poet’s skill which has managed to weave this 
opinion of his into the mood and texture of the poem with- 
out ruining its pattern. The Blake poem, on the other hand, 
contains no such impurity: although it can be interpreted 
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in several different ways, at no point in it do you become 
aware of the poet breaking off his song to express a judge- 
ment, or weaving into liis song a thought which has occurred 
to him. 

The poet in contemplation 

Though there are many passages of pure lyrical verse in 
English poetry, there are relatively few pure lyric poems. 
Most of what we call lyrical poetry should perhaps be called 
contemplative poetry. In this kind of verse the poet is not 
entirely merged into his subject: he seems to be standing 
from time to time a little apart from it, and meditating upon 
it: he tells us not only his feelings, but his thoughts, too. 
You can easily see the difference between these two kinds 
of poetry by comparing Thomas Hardy’s ‘This is the 
weather the cuckoo likes’ with Wordsworth’s poem, ‘The 
Cuckoo.’ 

This is the weather the cuckoo likes, 

And so do I; 

When showers betumble the chestnut spikes. 

And nestlings fly: 

' And the little brown nightingale bills his best, 

And they sit outside at The Travellers* Rest^ 

And maids come forth sprig-muslin drest, 

And citizens dream of the south and west. 

And so do I. 

This is the weather the shepherd shuns, 

And so do I; 

When beeches drip in browns and duns, 

And thresh, and ply; 
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And hill-hid tides throb, throe on throe, 
And meadow rivulets overflow, 

And drops on gate-bars hang in a row, 

And rooks in famflies homeward go, 

And so do L (I. 90) 

0 blithe New-comer ! I have heard, 

1 hear thee and rejoice. 

0 Cuckoo ! shall I call thee Bird, 

Or but a wandering voice ? 

While I am lying on the grass 
Thy twofold shout I hear; 

From hill to hill it seems to pass 
At once far off, and near. 

Though babbling only to the Vale, 

Of sunshine and of flowers. 

Thou bringest unto me a tale 
Of visionary hours. 

Thrice welcome, darhng of the spring ! 
Even yet thou art to me 
No bird, but an invisible thing, 

A voice, a mystery; 

The same whom in my schoolboy days 

1 listened to; that Cry 

Which made me look a thousand ways 
In bush, and tree, and sky. 

To seek thee did I often rove 
Through woods and on the green; 

And thou wert still a hope, a love; 

Still longed for, never seen. 
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And I can listen to thee yet; 

Can lie upon the plain 
And listen, till I do beget 
That golden time again. 

O blessed Bird ! the earth we pace 
Again appears to be 
An unsubstantial, faery place; 

That is fit home for Thee ! (L 54 ) 

Hardy’s poem (read it aloud to yourself) goes like a 
song; it gives you a series of pictures of summer and 
winter, but does not stop to meditate upon them; it tells 
you nothing about the poet himself, except that he likes 
being out-of-doors in the summer and indoors in the 
winter. Wordsworth’s poem, on the other hand, tells you 
more about Wordsworth than it does about the cuckoo: 
the cuckoo is merely a symbol of the poet’s mood, and its 
‘twofold shout’ is, for him, a sort of open-sesame — a pass- 
word opening a door through which he can return to his 
boyhood days. 

The first poetic form to be commonly used in England 
for contemplative verse came to, us from Italy. It is called 
the sonnet. The poem of my own which I talked about on 
pages 35-9 is a sonnet. Sonnets are poems of fourteen lines, 
generally with five beats to each line; often the first eight 
lines state the theme, while the remaining six lines develop 
and finish it. There are certain fixed rhyme-schemes for the 
sonnet, too, from which — until recently — poets have very 
seldom broken away. Why it is, I don’t know, but poets 
are particularly attracted to the sonnet form. It is an ex- 
tremely difficult form, because it is not easy to compress 
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into so small a space the kind of material which poets feel 
they want to put into it. But this act of compression, when 
the sonnet is successful, makes it extraordinarily rich in 
texture and in meaning. You have only to study Shake- 
speare’s ‘That time of year thou mayest in me behold’ 
(III. I2i), or Milton’s ‘When I consider how my light is 
spent’ (III. 153), or Wordsworth’s ‘The world is too much 
with us’ (III. 136) to see how closely thought and emotion 
can be woven into each other in the sonnet. 

Poems about death 

Another kind of contemplative poem in which our litera- 
ture is particularly strong is the elegy. Elegies are not tied 
down to a single poetic form: but they share a common 
subject matter;, they are all meditations upon death. Per- 
haps this sounds to you as if they must be very gloomy 
poems, and you may say that poets must be morbid 
to write them. But poets are, by their very nature, attracted 
to the mysterious, and death is a great mystery. Nor are 
elegies in fact gloomy. They are sad, in places at any rate, 
because they were inspired by the death of some one the 
poet loved. Yet they do not make us feel sad. When we 
read Milton’s ‘Lycidas’, or Shelley’s ‘Adonais’, or Tenny- 
son’s ‘In Memoriam’, we realize that the poet has translated 
his own grief into something quite different: what started 
as a lament turns out to be almost a hymn of triumph: it is 
life — the beauty, wonder and majesty of life — that triumphs 
in these elegies, not death. Even when the poet has not 
yet reconciled himself to his friend’s death, as Tennyson 
had not in ‘In Memoriam’ and Wilfrid Owen certainly had 
not in ‘Futility’ (III. 92), the emotion that he communicates 
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to JUS through his poem is not pure grief or despair: it is the 
general emotion created by every work of art — a feeling 
that we are in the presence of something greater than our- 
selves, something immortal: and it is also the special feeling' 
which Vaughan put into words, writing of the dead — 

I see them walking in an air of glory 
Whose light doth trample on my days. . . . 

Let us look at a passage from ‘In Memoriam.’ Tennyson 
has got over the first shock of his friend’s death, and is re- 
membering the garden and countryside in Lincolnshire 
where he himself spent his boyhood. 

Unwatch’d, the garden bough shall sway, 

The tender blossom flutter down, 

Unloved, that beech will gather brown, 

This maple bum itself away; 

Unloved, the sunflower, shining fair, 

Ray round with flames her disk of seed, 

And many a rose-carnation feed 
With summer spice the humming air; 

Unloved, by many a sandy bar. 

The brook shall babble down the plain, 

At noon or when the lesser wain 
Is twisting round the polar star; 

Uncared for, gird the windy grove, 

And flood the haunts of hem and crake; 

Or into silver arrows break 
The sailing moon in creek and cove; 
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Till from the garden and the wild 
A fresh association blow, 

And year by year the landscape grow 
Familiar to the stranger’s child; 

As year by year the labourer tills 

His wonted glebe, or lops the glades; 

And year by year our memory fades 
From all the circle of the hills. (III. 148) 

In the first four stanzas, Tennyson is saying, ‘All the beautiful 
things I loved and admired in my young days — the blossom- 
ing trees, the sunflower and carnation, the brook and the 
water-birds — there was no one left to love and admire them 
after our childhood home was broken up/ Sorrow for his 
dead friend has changed into regret for the loved things of 
nature he has lost. But (this is the point) his regret for these 
things is not the strongest feeling the reader gets from the 
poem. It is the beauty and the glory of them that the reader 
chiefly feels. Sorrow has been turned into dehght, even if the 
delight has a tinge of melancholy in it. And in the last two 
stanzas the poet recognizes the hard truth that beauty outlives 
all its worshippers: the landscape he loved in youthful days 
will ‘grow familiar to the stranger’s child’; the spirits of 
nature will live on for other hearts and eyes after the 
memory of his own people has faded ‘from all the circle 
of the hills.’ 

‘Ye Presences of Nature!' 

The tradition of nature poetry— a tradition which goes 
back to the ancient beUef that everything in nature contains 
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a spirit — ^has continued strongly down to our own day. 
There is a great body of English poetry which has been 
created by the contemplation of nature. In tliis kind of 
poetry we don^t usually get simple descriptions of naturaL 
scenes; nature is used, instead, as a background to the poet’s 
thoughts and feelings, and as the impulse which sets them 
in motion. He finds, in nature, images which form and 
reflect a wider vision. He learns, as Blake said. 

To see a world in a grain of sand, 

And a heaven in a wild flower. 

(III. 141) 

English poets as a whole (there were exceptions) up to the 
last years of the eighteenth century held what is called the 
‘classical’ view of nature. When a Greek or Roman poet 
wrote about nature, he was influenced by two things: his 
knowledge of its practical usefulness, and the folk-lore (as we 
should call it nowadays) which had grown up around his 
subject. The country, for him, was not — as it is for the 
modem town-dweller — a constellation of beauty spots; it 
was a living thing which had to be tamed and cultivated 
in order to provide man’s food. The spirits of nature — 
the gods, goddesses, nymphs and satyrs— symbolized for 
him those forces which man had to conquer, or win over to 
his side and keep there, if he was to live a happy life. English 
poetry, at the Renaissance, took over this classical view of 
nature — and took over with it a whole gallery of gods and 
nymphs. The Elizabethan poets, for instance, personified the 
seasons '^of the year in the same way as did the Latin and 
Greek poets: the famous passage on the four seasons, from 
Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queen* (III. 114 ), is an example of this. 
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Even as far on as the early nineteenth century we find Keats, 
in his ode ‘To Autumn’ (II. 52), describing that season as a 
person — 

. . . sitting careless on a granary floor, 

Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind; 

Or on a half-reaped furrow sound asleep, 

Drowsed with the fume of poppies. . . . 

The danger of this personification of nature was that it 
tended to produce, after a while, artificial results, particu- 
larly when the poets didn’t really believe that these gods 
and nymphs existed, and only used them to decorate their 
verse. Even to-day, when the classical tradition is almost 
dead, we get people writing unreal, coy, soppy little verses 
about gnomes, pixies, elfin revels, and the Hke. The classical 
view was a good influence, on the other hand, in so far as it 
impressed on poets the essential usefulness and necessity of 
the land. 

One of the first important poets to break away from the 
classical tradition was John Clare. ‘Break away’ is hardly 
the right phrase, perhaps; for Clare was a Northampton- 
shire ploughboy, and ploughboys didn’t get a classical 
education in 1800 any more than they do today. Clare 
knew the land, of course, from practical experience, as a hard 
master. But he’d never heard of the classical gods and 
nymphs. And out of this combination of ignorance and 
experience, he created some of the loveliest nature poetry 
in our language. Much of it is pure nature poetry too, which 
is a rare thing: it describes nature objectively; that is to say, 
it leaves the poet’s own feelings about it unspoken. Clare 
had a dazzling gift for observing things and for finding the 
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most illuminating words in which to clothe his observations, 
as you can judge from lines hke — 

The resdess heat seems twittering by. (II. 36) 
or, of the wagtail, 

And waddled in the water-pudge, and waggle went his tail. 
And cliirrupt up his wings to dry upon the garden rail. (I. 48) 

or. 

While, far above, the solitary crane 
Swings lonely to unfrozen dykes again, 

Cranking a jarring melancholy cry 

Through the wild journey of the cheerless sky. (III. 135) 

The sense of beauty 

A vision is something which you see, or feel, and nobody 
else does. Blake was a visionary (some people called him a 
lunatic) : he used to see angels. In a different way, Shelley 
was one. Wordsworth saw his visions through nature: he 
was a pantheist, which means — roughly speaking — that ^ he 
believed everything in the universe to be part of God, and 
the whole of the universe to be the whole of God. In his 
greatest poem, ‘The Prelude,’ he describes how as a boy he 
grew to feel this sense of God in everything around him. 
‘The Prelude’ as a whole is rather too difficult for you at 
your age. But it contains many passages which you will find 
interesting because they are about boyhood: for example, 
the one describing a skating expedition. 

. . . And in the frosty season, when the sun ' 

Was set, and visible for many a mile 

The cottage windows blazed through twilight gloom, 

I heeded not their summons: happy time 
It was indeed for all of us — for me 
It was a time of rapture ! Clear and loud 
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The village clock tolled six, — I wheeled about, 
Proud and exulting like an untired horse 
That cares not for his home. All shod with steel. 
We hissed along the pohshed ice in games 
Confederate, imitative of the chase 
And woodland pleasures, — the resounding horn. 

The pack loud chiming, and the hunted hare. 

So through the darkness and the cold we flew, 

And not a voice was idle; with the din 
Smitten, the precipices rang aloud; 

The leafless trees and every icy crag 
Tinkled like iron; while far distant hills 
Into the tumult sent an alien sound 
Of melancholy not unnoticed, while the stars 
Eastward were sparkling clear, and in the west 
The orange sky of evening died away. 

Not seldom from the uproar I retired 

Into a silent bay, or sportively 

Glanced sideway, leaving the tumultuous throng, 

To cut across the reflex of a star 

That fled, and, flying still before me, gleamed 

Upon the glassy plain; and oftentimes. 

When we had given our bodies to the wind. 

And all the shadowy banks on either side 
Came sweeping through the darkness, spinning still 
The rapid line of motion, then at once 
Have I, reclining back upon my heels. 

Stopped short; yet still the solitary cliffs 
Wheeled by me — even as if the earth had rolled 
With visible motion her diurnal round ! 

Behind me did they stretch in solemn train. 

Feebler and feebler, and I stood and watched 
Till all was tranquil as a dreamless sleep. 

[Wordsworth] (III. 9) 



76 Poetry for You 

Compare that with ‘Midnight Skaters* by a living poet, 
Edmund Blunden. 

The hop-poles stand in cones, 

The icy pond lurks under, 

The pole-tops steeple to the thrones 
Of stars, sound gulfs of wonder; 

But not the tallest there, ’tis said. 

Could fathom to this pond^s black bed. 

Then is not death at watch 
Within those secret waters ? 

What wants he but to catch 
Earth’s heedless sons and daughters ? 

With but a crystal parapet 
Between, he has his engines set. 

Then on, blood shouts, on, on. 

Twirl, wheel and whip above him. 

Dance on this ball-floor thin and wan. 

Use him as though you love him; 

Court him, elude him, reel and pass, 

And let him hate you through die glass. (II. 57) 

Both the Wordsworth and the Blunden poems have a 
visionary touch. On the surface, they are concerned with 
the exhilaration of skating. But neither of them is just a poem 
about skating. Blunden sees, beneath the surface of the ice, 
death lurking: the thinner the ice, the more exciting it is 
to skate on it. The poem could be taken as a parable — ‘in the 
midst of life we are in death.’ Wordsworth’s vision is of 
Life. He makes us aware of nature in the background — the 
hills, the stars, the wind and the darkness — as a living 
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presence neither friendly nor hostile to the skaters, but con- 
taining a power and a wisdom of its own which human 
beings can draw upon if they wish. After the Wordsworth 
passage quoted above, there come the famous lines — 

Ye Presences of Nature in the sky 
And on the earth ! Ye Visions of the hiUs ! 

And Souls of lonely places ! . . . 


Long contemplation of nature only confirmed for Words- 
worth what he had felt as a boy — ^what you and I and all of 
us feel when we allow nature to take possession of us — that 


a mysterious power is speaking to us through it. We may 
try to put it into words by talking about ‘the beauty of 
nature.’ But the phrase doesn’t get us very far,* After all, 
it’s not only nature — earth, sea or sky — which gives us this 
sense of beauty; wc can get it from man-made things — 
towns, factories, ships, trains, aeroplanes: which seems to 
suggest that beauty is, as the proverb says, ‘in the eye (it 
should be, ‘in the imagination’) of the beholder.’ 

The meditation of nature’s beauty, which we find in 
Wordsworth’s poetry, in Keats’ and Shelley’s, often in the 
poetry of Tennyson, in Arnold’s ‘Thyrsis’ (II. 25) and 
‘Scholar Gipsy,’ in Thomas Hardy and many later poets, is 
— in this strict sense of contemplating it for its own sake or 
for the truth it may tell us — quite a modem thing. It may, 
perhaps, he connected with the rise of urban civihzation. As 
people came to five more and more in towns, they lost their 
sense of the practical use of the country. (I’ve heard of city- 
bred children today who genuinely beUeved that milk 
comes out of a bottle and had no idea it must come out of a 


cow first.) But, although his practical link with nature is 
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broken, the townsman still has an instinctive feeling for the 
land, inherited from thousands of ancestors who lived on it: 
and it is this instinct which gives him a mysterious feeling 
of sympathy with nature — a feeling which his spokesman, 
the poet, puts into words. 
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O F course, all poetry-writing has a purpose: and this 
purpose, as you have discovered by now, is to create 
out of the poet’s experience and skill a poem with a 
life of its own — a thing perfect in itself, as a daffodil is 
perfect in itself (in a way, to ask what is the ‘mean- 
ing’ of a poem is as unnecessary as to ask what is the 
meaning of a daffodil). But what I’m going to talk about 
in this chapter is poetry of various kinds which, beside the 
poetic purpose, has some other purpose as well. There is 
an enormous field of this dual-purpose poetry, ranging from 
the plays of Shakespeare to the inscriptions on tomb- 
stones, from limericks to the satires of Pope, from sea- 
shanties to hymns. The dividing Hne between poetry and 
poetry-with-a-purpose is, in practice, almost impossible to 
define: and there is a great deal of English verse of which 
it is difficult to say whether it falls on the one side of the 
line or the other: often we come across a poem, for instance, 
whose main object seems at first to be to teach the reader 
some lesson — a poem with a moral: but then, in the middle 
of it, the poet forgets he is supposed to be teaching you 
something, and bursts into song just like a lyric poet. 

You may be surprised to find that I have put Shakespeare’s 
plays into this class. It is quite true, of course, that they 
contain some of the very greatest and wisest poetry ever, 
written: at any moment we may find Shakespeare appar- 
ently forgetting his job, which was to get on with the play, 
and holding up the action in order to release through the 
mouth of one of the characters a flood of that pure poetry 
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with which his imagination, brimmed over. But, if we look 
harder at these poetic passages in his plays, we generally find 
they are not just there for fun : they have a dramatic purpose 
too; they tell us something about the characters, or about 
the theme of the play as a whole; they are, in themselves, 
dramatic crises and highUghts. 

This is true of all good poetic drama, and is the difference 
between it and the dramatic verse we find in ballads and 
narrative poems. In the latter, the poet is concerned to 
compose verse which will tell his story in the most stirring 
manner possible. In poetic drama, the poet has many other 
things to think of— problems of stage technique which he 
must solve if the play is to be a success. Successful poetic 
drama, in fact, subordinates the poetry to the drama. 
Shakespeare, Marlowe, Webster and the many other drama- 
tists who flourished between 1580 and 1640 worked in close 
co-pperation with producers and actors; and their plays 
were popular, not chiefly because they were written in 
verse (though the audiences of those days did enjoy poetry 
on the stage), but because these poets knew their job as 
dramatists and made their verse serve the purposes of the 
theatre. For this reason, it is much easier both to enjoy and to 
understand Shakespeare’s plays by seeing them in the theatre, 
or acting them yourselves, thanby reading them out of abook. 

* Teach me, my Gad and King* 

The seventeenth century, that saw the decline of poetic 
drama, was particularly rich, however, in another kind of 
poetry — in reUgious verse. A reHgious poem may do one, 
or both, of two things. It may glorify God, or it may try to 
teach us a moral lesson — a lesson about right and wrong. As 
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far back as the Middle Ages there had been a strong tra- 
dition in England linking Christianity with literature. There 
were Nativity Plays and Miracle Plays, whose subjects — 
•episodes from the Bible — ^were treated with a remarkable 
blend of reverence, free imagination and humour. There 
were Morality Plays, in which the virtues and vices were 
personified, just as the forces of nature are personified in 
much early nature-poetry. Beside plays, there were the 
religious songs we call ‘carols.’ These are simple, lively pro- 
ductions, written to old folk-tunes, and they sometimes reach 
considerable poetic heights. ‘Asjosephwasa-walking’ (I. 5), 
for instance, and ‘There comes a ship a-sailing’ (I. 71) and 
‘Here we bring new water’ (III. 37), and that loveliest of all 
carols, ‘I sing of a maiden,’ are full of poetic imagination. 

I sing of a maiden 
That is makcless;^ 

King of all kings 
To her son she ches.^ 

He came all so still 
Where his mother was, 

As dew in April 
That falleth on the grass. 

He came all so still 
To his mother s bowr, 

As dew in April 
That falleth on the flower. 

He came all so still 
Where his mother lay, 

As dew in April 
That falleth on the spray. 

^ makdess= matchless ® dies* chose 


F 
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Mother and maiden 
Was never none but she; 

Well may such a lady 
Codes mother be. 

[Anon] ( 11 . 33 ) 

In the seventeenth century the lyric stream of religious 
verse broadened and deepened. The greatest poet of this 
time — and he is the greatest religious poet in England’s 
history — was John Milton. He was a Puritan. His best- 
known work, ‘Paradise Lost’ (III. 6) , is a kind of epic in which 
God and Satan instead of an Achilles and a Hector are the 
antagonists; in which there is a battle — not between human 
warriors as in Homer’s epic, but between ideas of good and 
evil. Andrew Marvell, another Puritan, wrote poetry that 
seems surprisingly coloured and sensuous for a Puritan to 
have composed (II. io8; III. 151 and 159). 

'A winged sentry 

But the best religious poetry of this time was not all 
written by Puritans. Herbert and Vaughan were Anghcans; 
Crashaw became a Roman CathoUc: their religious poems, 
particularly Crashaw’s, often sound like love poems, which 
happen to be addressed to Christ or the saints and not to a 
woman. 

One of my favourite poems of this period is Herbert’s 
‘Virtue’: 

Sweet day, so cool, so calm, so bright. 

The bridal of die earth and sky, 

The dew shall weep thy fall to-night; 

For thou must die. 
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■ Sweet rose, whose hue angry and brave 
Bids the rash gazer wipe his eye, 

Thy root is ever in its grave, 

And thou must die. 

Sweet spring, full of sweet days and roses, 

A box where sweets compacted lie. 

My music shows ye have your closes. 

And all must die. 

Only a sweet and virtuous soul, 

Like season’d timber, never gives; 

But though the whole world turn to coal, 

Then chiefly lives. 

That does not sound like a religious poem at the start, does 
it? In fact, it is not till the last stanza that we are made 
aware of the poem’s purpose. All sweet an^ beautiful 
things must die, the poet has been saying: but goodness, the 
soul of a good man, does not die — ‘Only a sweet and virtuous 
soul, Like seasoned timber, never gives.’ The object of 
Herbert’s poem, then, is to teach us (through beauty) a 
moral lesson. Vaughan’s ‘Peace,’ another great favourite of 
mine, so simple and bold in its language, so confident in 
the belief it expresses, though it has a moral, is a good 
example of the other kind of reUgious poetry, whose pur- 
pose is to glorify God: 

My soul, there is a country 
Far beyond the stars. 

Where stands a winged sentry 
All skilful in the wars: 
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There, above noise and danger, 

Sweet peace sits crowned with smiles, 

And One bom in a manger 
Commands the beauteous files. 

He is thy gracious friend, 

And — O my soul, awake ! — 

Did in pure love descend. 

To die here for thy sake. 

If thou canst get but tliither. 

There grows the flower of peace. 

The Rose that camiot wither, 

Thy fortress and thy ease. 

Leave then thy fooUsh ranges. 

For none can thee secure 
But One, who never changes, 

Thy God, thy life, thy cure. (III. 94 ) 

So, you see, a religious poem does not have to be dimly 
‘pious’ or colourless or forbidding. In fact, the best religious 
poetry never is: even a good hymn never is, as you will see 
if you look at Cowper’s ‘God moves in a mysterious way,’ 
(III. 27) or Watts’ ‘O God, our help in ages past’ (II. 47). 

We should not think of religious poetry as in a different 
class from other poetry. The religious experience — a divine 
vision, a passionate faith in God — may, like any other in- 
tense experience, create poetry. But, in so far as the poet 
has put liis powers at the service of a religious belief or is 
urging upon us some moral lesson, his verse may con- 
veniently come under the heading of ‘poetry-with-a-pur- 
pose,’ arid that is why I have mentioned it in this chapter. 
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Poems of hate 

'Poems of hate you’re asking: ‘but surely hatred is some- 
thing barren and destructive ?’ Not where poetry is con- 
cerned. Any strong emotion can produce poetry. Love 
of God can produce it, and so can hatred of a man. You 
can hate another man for personal reasons — because you 
don’t like his character, or his mannei:s, or his face, or the 
way he has treated you: or you can hate him because you 
believe his ideas to be wicked. Poetry which attacks people, 
or attacks the political, religious, or social ideas they hold, 
is called ‘satire’ (satire can be written in prose too, but the 
verse form gives it a sharper edge). The keenest weapon of 
satire is laughter: if you can make your opponent look 
ridiculous, it’s as good as a knock-out: the greatest master 
of this weapon, in the English language, is a poet called 
Alexander Pope, who lived in the eighteenth century. Here, 
for example, is what he wrote about Lord Hervey, a noble- 
man who had insulted him. 

Yet let me flap this bug with gilded wings. 

This painted child of dirt that stinks and stings; 

Whose buzz the witty and the fair annoys, 

Yet wit ne’er tastes, and beauty ne’er enjoys. . . . 

Eternal smiles his emptiness betray, 

As shallow streams run dimpling all the way. 

Whether in florid impotence he squeaks, 

And, as the prompter breathes, the puppet squeaks: 

Or at the ear of Eve, familiar toad, 

Half froth, half venom, spits himself abroad . . . 

It’s a wonder that Lord Hervey was ever able to hold 
up his head again. Another poem by Pope that will 
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amuse you is the one in which he makes fun of a vulgar 
millionaire whom he calls ‘Timon/ There had been plenty 
of hate-poetry in the English language before the eighteenth 
century. But the great age of English satire began with 
Dryden, who flourished at the end of the seventeenth cen- 
tury, and ended with Byron at the beginning of the nine- 
teenth. 

The prevailing tone of eighteenth-century verse is summed 
up in Pope’s line, ‘The proper study of mankind is man.’ 
The poetry of this period was formal and witty. It was 
for the most part a poetry of moral and political ideas. 
This was not the first time, of course, that poets had used 
their verse for the expression of such ideas. But never before 
had they been so closely connected with political parties. 
In the eighteenth century, many writers were hired by 
Whig or Tory politicians, to put over the principles of their 
own party and attack those of their opponents. Apart from 
the great writers, like Dryden, Pope and Swift, there was a 
whole mob of literary gangsters, who went for each other 
tooth-and-nai], using words instead of tommy guns. It was 
a hvely period, and you had to be pretty tough to stand 
up against the volleys of satire that were fired off at you, 
both in prose and in verse. 

Political verse is an obvious example of poetry-with-a- 
purpose. Nowadays we should call it propaganda — though 
nowadays, since the libel law is so much stricter, writers in 
England dare not attack their enemies with the violence and 
unscrupulousness of the eighteenth century. But once again, 
the fact that this kind of verse has a purpose — the fact that 
it is aimed to affirm one set of ideas or discredit another — 
does not make it inferior poetry. It all depends^ on whether 
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the poet has felt these ideas intensely and thus passed them 
through the furnace of the poetic imagination. Political 
verse is, of course, not necessarily satire. There are great 
political sonnets by Milton and Wordsworth, for example, 
which speak out for liberty with a noble and positive voice. 
The theme of liberty has always inspired poets, from the 
greatest down to the unknown writers of political ballads 
such as ‘The Wearing of the Green' (II. 44). 

The Iron Duke and Billy Brown 

Another kind of poetry-with-a-purpose is called ‘occa- 
sional poetry,' which means poetry written for some special 
occasion. If a friend of his got married, a poet might write 
an ‘^ithalamium,' or wedding poem: if a friend died, he 
might compose an ‘epitaph' — a short inscription in verse 
to be put on liis tomb. He would send him an ode on his 
birthday, or a poem of farewell if the friend was going 
abroad. One seventeenth-century poet even wrote a poem 
to celebrate the occasion when his patron caught the small- 
pox: as he relied on his patron for a living, the poem had 
somehow to be a flattering one, but he went a bit far in 
comparing the small-pox spots to pearls. Occasional poetry 
sounds as if, being more or less written to order, it must be 
rather uninspired. But this is not necessarily so. For in- 
stance, when Teimyson was Poet Laureate (until recently, 
it was held the duty of the Poet Laureate to commemorate 
pubUc events) he wrote an ode on the death of the Duke 
of Wellington, whi^h is one of his finest poems. 

Where shall we lay the man whom we deplore ? 

Here, in streaming London's central roar. 
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Let the sound of those he wrought for, 

And the feet of those he fought for, 

Echo round his bones for evermore. 

Then there is a kind of didactic (or ‘teaching’) poetry 
which has a qiiite practical purpose. Two great poets, one 
Greek and one Latin, each wrote a verse text-book on farm- 
ing: these books gave the most useful advice on how to 
cultivate the land and look after live-stock (one of them was 
written partly in order to persuade people to go back on to 
the land), but they also rise at times to real heights of poetry. 
There was an EngHsh poet of the eighteenth century who 
wrote a long poem on the growing of cider apples and the 
making of cider. And even today, in the London under- 
ground railways, we find little pieces of verse about a certain 
‘Billy Brown of London town’ — ^verse whose purpose is to 
teach travellers how to behave sensibly in the Tube. 

Finally, I should mention song-poems composed as an 
actual accompaniment to work. You may have heard some 
Hebridean songs on the radio: many of these were com- 
posed by the Hebrideans, both words and tunes, to help them 
when they were rowing their boats or weaving their cloth; 
and, if you go to the Outer Hebrides, you can still hear them 
sung for this practical purpose today. The songs we call 
‘sea-shanties’ (I. 15: II. 102) had the same object. These 
shanties (or ‘chanties’) were made up by seamen in the days 
of sailing ships, when all the work was done by hand, to be 
sung time with the various rhythms of work on board 
ship — hauling on ropes, turning the capstan, and so on. 
There are brisk ones like ‘What shall we do with the 
drunken sailor,’ and beautiful melancholy ones like ‘Shenan- 
doah’ of ‘Lowlands away’ (III. 90). 
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POEMS OF YESTERDAY AND 
TODAY 

T H E last three chapters will have given you some idea 
of the great variety there is in poetry, of the many uses 
to which it has been put. It has been used to tell stories; 
to convey moral lessons, scientific ideas or practical know- 
ledge; to praise God; to attack one's enemies; to make 
people laugh, to make them work or fight better; to be 
sung; to be spoken in the theatre; to celebrate public events; 
and to communicate the poet's private experience. Now the 
first thing we notice when we look at modem English 
poetry — poetry written during the last forty years or so — 
is that almost all the uses of poetry except the last seem to 
have disappeared. Only a few story poems have been 
written, a certain amount of political verse, a little Christian 
poetry; hardly any satire, hardly any poetic drama; the 
tradition of good occasional verse has been lost; scientific 
or moral ideas (though they often colour modern verse) are 
not systematically presented in it. The poetry of belief, of 
knowledge or instruction has given way dmost entirely to 
the^etry of f^lmg. 

Sortie people thhik this is a good thing. It was never 
poetry's proper job, thqy argue, to instruct you, to put over 
ideas, or even simply to entertain you. Writers originally 
used poetry for these purposes because verse is easier to 
memorize than prose, and in the days when books very 
scarce it was necessary to present knowledge in a concise 
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and memorable form. Nowadays, these people say, you 
have cheap books, radio, newspapers, cinemas to instruct 
and entertain you, and poetry can settle down to its real job 
— the task o^ creating out of words and the poet’s experience 
a special kind of world, quite separate from the ordinary 
everyday world, yet illuminating it and making you more 
aware of its inner nature. 

Now I myself partly agree with this point of view. I 
certainly think the highest function of poetry is not to 
impart knowledge or persuade you that certain things are 
right or wrong, but t6 sharpen your senses and to give you 
a special kind of wisdom — the kind that comes from exer- 
cising your imagination. On the other hand, it’s not true 
to say that only ‘pure’ poetry can do this. Every poem — 
not only a lyric or contemplative poem, but a ballad or a 
satire, or a description of pruning apple-trees or flying an 
aircraft — ^will, provided it’s ^good poem, create a Httle world 
of its own and light up our imagination. Moreover, if we 
say that the chief job of poetry isn’t to entertain us, or help 
us to pass exams, or make us better citizens, it becomes 
extremely difficult to convince some people that there’s any 
point in poetry at all. We have to fall back on vague 
phrases like ‘exercising the imagination,’ ‘enriching our 
spiritual lives,’ ‘making us more aware of the world,’ and 
so on; and such phrases don’t mean much to the ordinary 
man. 

When I was talking about poetry at a school one day, a 
boy — he is going to be an engineer and is, quite rightly, 
sceptical about vague ideas — ^asked me, ‘What would happen 
supposii^ poetry stopped tomorrow?’ It was a shrewd 
question. At the time, I gave him the answer he obviously 
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wanted: ‘Nothing at all would happen, the world would go 
on just the same/ Now iVe had time to think about it, 
.Td like to put that answer a bit differently. You see, it*s 
almost impossible that people will ever stop writing poetry. 
Even today, when poetry has become the Cinderella of the 
Arts, when poets make scarcely any money out of their 
verse and only get fame within a small circle of readers, 
just as many people are writing it as ever. The poet may seem 
to have lost his audience, but he still goes on writing 
because, for some people, poetry is the natural way of ex- 
pressing themselves. Even if every one stopped reading or 
listening to poetry (and as a matter of fact the B.B.C. have 
discovered that the audience for their poetry readings is 
seldom less than 300,000 listeners, and often as liigh as a 
million), there would still be poets writing it. So poetry 
cant stop. The budding engineer who asked me that ques- 
tion might just as well have asked, ‘What would happen 
supposing iron stopped tomorrow The answer is, ‘But it 
won’t.’ And, though one day all the iron deposits in the 
earth may be exhausted, the engineer will find some other 
material to build his bridges with. Whereas the poet’s 
material — words— is inexhaustible; so he can go on building 
his poetic bridges till kingdom come. 

Bridges into the unknown 

A hving American poet, Robert Frost, has said that a 
poem ‘begins in delight and ends in^wisdom.’ This is true 
both for the poet and the reader. The poet starts to compose 
a poem because the joy of creation has seized him: and, as 
the poem takes shape, his own ideas and feelings become 
more clearly defined. He does not take a truth and write 
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about it. What happens is that, in the process of writing (if 
the poem is successful), some unguessed or dimly-perceived 
truth grows clearer to him. Just the same with the reader. 
He ‘begins in delight,’ begins by enjoying the poem for its 
beautiful sounds, images and associations: but, after a whUe, 
he finds that, through the enjoyment, some truth has 
entered his mind and he has become wiser. 

This is the real, final answer to those who claim that today 
poetry is obsolete, or at best a sort of jam on the plain 
bread-and-butter of life — pleasant, but not necessary. Every 
good poem, in fact, is a bridge built from the known, 
familiar side of life over into the unknown. Science, too, 
is always making expeditions into the unknown. But this 
does not mean that science can supersede poetry. For poetry 
enlightens us in a different way from science: it speaks 
directly to our feelings and our imagination. The findings 
of poetry are no more and no less true than those of science. 
To go back to the rainbow I mentioned in the first chapter: 
science tells us the facts beliind the rainbow — refraction and 
reflection of the sun’s rays in drops of rain; poetry starts 
from our feelings when we see a rainbow, and makes a 
bridge or link between them and our feeUngs about other 
things. We cannot think poetry unimportant unless we 
think our feelings are unimportant. 

In Christmas crackers one used sometimes to find sheets of 
paper sprinkled over with numbered dots. The dots didn’t 
seem to make any recognizable pattern. But, if you took 
a pencil and drew lines from one dot to another, in the order 
in which they were numbered, you found when you came 
to the last dot you had drawn a cow or a ship or some other 
quite famihar thing. All through life, but particularly when 
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we are young, the things that happen to us and our feelings 
about them often seem as meaningless and unconnected as 
. the dots on those cracker papers. What poetry does is to 
draw the lines, make the bridges, from point to point in 
Qur experience, and thus reveal the pattern they form. This 
indeed is poetry's great gift to man — the revealing to him 
that every human experience, instead of being isolated or 
pieaningless, is part of an intelligible pattern. 

Modern myths 

Primitive poets created myths to represent the mysterious 
workings of nature, or legends in which the deeds of men 
were immortalized. Many fnodern poets have occupied 
themselves with another field — the workings of man's mind. 
Now this is a field liitherto comparatively little explored 
by science or poetry. The science of psychology is still at an 
experimental stage: but it has discovered enough to suggest 
that there is a large part of our mind (it calls this ‘the un- 
conscious mind’) about which we know very little, but which 
has a great influence in shaping our conscious thoughts and 
our actions. Here is an example. Man used to believe that 
dreams were prophetic, and try to interpret them as symbolic 
of future events: you remember Joseph and Pharaoh’s 
dreams in the Bible ? Some modern psychologists, on the 
other hand, believe that dreams are thrown up by our un- 
conscious mind; that they represent desires, memories, fears, 
anxieties which, for one reason or another, are prevented 
from coming up into our conscious mind; and by studying 
a patient’s dreams, and discovering what their weird symbols 
represent for him, a psychologist can help to free the patient 
from mental difficulties which were making him unhappy. 
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Throughout the ages, poets have been fascinated by dreams 
and visions. Today, some of them are exploring this region 
of the unconscious, creating myths, not of man’s battles with 
nature or other men, but of the hidden forces which, like 
sea-monsters, move and struggle beneath the surface of his 
mind. 

Another field of material which has been opened to 
modem poets is that of machinery. Within a period of 
about a hundred and fifty years, as you know, civilization 
has been revolutionized by machines. At first, the poets 
resented these machines, and either ignored them altogether 
in their poetry or took up a hostile attitude towards them: 
Blake, for instance, wrote of the ‘dark Satanic mills,’ and 
any one who has read about the appalling conditions in mine 
and factory during the Industrial Revolution will under- 
stand his anger. The first important English poet to write 
sympathetically about machines was Kipling, who at times 
seems to admire them more than he admires human beings: 
notice how he personifies machines, attributing to them 
human virtues and vices as did the primitive poets to the 
forces of nature. 

In the 1930’s a sustained effort was made by some poets 
to create myths out of the machine-age in which we live, 
and to use modern inventions in their poetry. They have 
been criticized for doing this, mainly on two grounds — (^ j) 
that machines are ugly, and poetry ought to be concerned 
only with, the beautiful; {b) that, to be so taken up with 
machines, impHes a loss of faith in humanity. The second 
criticism is the stronger of the two: but at a period when 
humanity seemed to have failed abjectly in finding any 
solution to the problems of unemployment and want, or 
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any answer to the threat of war, these poets were speaking 
as prophets, warning mankind that, if it did not make ^ 
right use of its own inventions, it would be enslaved and 
destroyed by them. With regard to the first criticism, most 
poets today would reply, I think, that machines are not 
ugly and that in any case poetry is not necessarily concerned 
with what is generally accepted as ‘beautiful.* 

Factories and sunsets 

If you are profoundly excited by the roaring power of 
an express engine, or the grace of an aircraft in flight, or 
the complex din and movement of a factory, you may 
produce good poetry out of them as naturally as earlier 
poets could produce it out of a storm, a sunset or a bird. 
The real difficulty about absorbing into verse the products 
of the machine age and of city life is that they have not 
yet the same wealth of association as is attached to nature 
or the products of rural civilization. Potentially, they are 
quite as ‘romantic’ : just think how much romance there is 
in those everyday objects, telegraph poles, for instance. ^ 

A third great modern myth is being formed, which is 
closely related to the machine-myth. The invention of all 
these machines has given mankind, for the first time in 
recorded history, the chance of material plenty for all We 
have the means today to produce enough food, clothing 
and other material necessities of life for every one in the 
world. Yet, even before the war, millions of people were 
not getting them. The practical solution of this problem 
Hes, of course, within the field of politics and economics. 
But, during the last fifteen years, many poets approached it 
too from the standpoint of the ‘social conscience.’ They 
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wished to exercise the poet's ancient right to speak on behalf 
6( the community, and to say, ‘It is a wicked thing that 
men should starve in a world of plenty: it goes against the 
conscience of a civilized society, and society should not 
tolerate it/ In doing so, they produced a good deal of 
political verse which, because it talked of things that 
came within most people's experience, won a certain 
popularity. 

A language always changing 

Modem poets, then, have been trying to extend the field 
of poetry, to bring into their poetry ideas and objects 
which had not received poetic treatment before. Not only 
the subject-matter, but the language of poetry has been 
changing too. It always is changing, of course: every poet 
has to find his own voice — ^he can't be satisfied with clever 
imitations of other poets' styles — and in finding it he in- 
fluen^ces to a greater or lesser degree the whole poetic lan- 
guage of his time. In a century hke our own, which has 
seen so many and rapid changes in the outside world, it was 
inevitable that there should be poetic revolutions as well. 
You cannot put new wine into old bottles, and you cannot 
put new ideas, new images into the old poetic idioms. 

For this reason, many older people find modem poetry 
obscure. Younger people, if they are interested in poetry at 
all, do not have nearly so much difficulty with it: they have 
not read so much of the older poets as to prevent them under- 
standing the language of the newer ones; and they are 
naturally prejudiced in favour of poetry which seems to 
be talking about up-to-date, interesting things. But remem- 
ber that, where poetry is concerned, being up-to-date is not 
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all important. A poem will not survive unless it is good 
in itself, and it isn’t good just because it brings in aeroplanes 
or Einstein’s theory. Much of the best poetry of our century 
— the poetry of Hardy and Yeats, of Housman, Bridges and 
de la Mare, of Wilfrid Owen, Robert Frost and Edward 
Thomas — may already seem, to people of your generation, 
old-fashioned. Well, Shakespeare seemed old-fashioned to 
a number of eighteenth-century critics. That was their 
mistake, and their loss. 
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WHEN IS A POEM NOT A POEM?' 

T H E reason why one poem excites us, while another 
leaves us cold, is very difficult to discover. A poem 
may obey all the rules, be flawless in technique, yet we may 
find it as magnificently lifeless as an empty mansion. Another 
poem may be careless in execution, or lack the airs and 
graces of poetry, and yet our imagination responds to it. 
I do not mean to suggest that, because you are stirred by a 
poem, it is necessarily a good one : millions of people have 
been profoundly moved by the hymn ‘Abide with me,’ 
which is really not good verse at all. And yet, although the 
emotion it rouses in us is not an absolute test of a poem’s 
quality, it is certainly the first test. Many poets and critics 
have given evidence of the almost physical effect which great 
poetry has upon them : A. E. Housman said that, if certain 
lines of poetry came into his head when he was shaving, 
they made His hair bristle so stifHy that the razor couldn’t 
cut it. Unless you are first thrilled by a poem, it’s not likely 
that you will be able to make any fair criticism of it or to 
comprehend fully its meaning (for the ‘meaning,’ remem- 
ber, reaches you through the emotional effect the poem has 
upon you). 

Now I’m going to assume that all of you who are reading 
this book do in fact enjoy some poetry. If there is only one 
poem in the world you really like, you are on the way to 
enjoying a great many more poems. How, then, do you 
reach the next stage — the stage of deciding whether a poem 
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is a good on^, or which of two poems you enjoy is the 
better? Let’s try a test. Underneath, you will find two 
poems printed. Read them aloud to yourself: try to feel 
them: let the words blow over you like a wind. Then, 
without reading any further, say which is the better poem. 

(A) As I was going down Treak Street 
For half a pound of treacle, 

Who should I meet but my old friend Micky Thumps. 
He said to me, ‘Wilt thou come to our wake ?’ 

I thought a bit, 

I thought a bit, 

I said I didn^t mind: 

So I went. 

As I was sitting on our doorstep 

Who should come by but my old friend Micky Thumps* 
brother. 

He said to me, ‘Wilt tliou come to our house ? 

Micky is dl.’ 

I thought a bit, 

I thought a bit, 

I said I didn’t mind: 

So I went. 

And he were ill: 

He were gradely ill. 

He said to me, 

‘Wilt thou come to my funeral, mon, if I die?’ 

I thought a bit, 

I thought a bit, 

I said I didn’t mind: 

So I went. 
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And it were a funeral. 

Some stamped on his grave: 

Some spat on his grave: 

But I scraped my eyes out for my old friend Micky*' 
Thumps. 

And here is the second poem: 

(B) Man proposes, God in His time disposes, 

And so I wandered up to where you lay, 

A little rose among the little roses, 

And no more dead than they. 

It seemed your childish feet were tired of straying, 

You did not greet me from your flower-strewn bed. 

Yet still I knew that you were only playing — 

Playing at being dead. 

I might have thought that you were really sleeping, 

So quiet lay your eyelids to the sky, 

So still your hair, but surely you were peeping, 

And so I did not cry. 

God knows, and in His proper time disposes, 

And so I smiled and gently called your name. 

Added my rose to your sweet heap of roses. 

And left you to your game. 

True feeling and false 

Well, have you made up your mind ? Perhaps you have 
decided that this second poem is the better one. ‘Of course 
it is,’ some of you are saying: ‘it rhymes, and it has a clear 
metre; besides, the language is so much more poetical — ^it 
talks about roses, which are poetical, while the other poem 
starts off with half a poUnd of treacle, which isn’t.’ And, 
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when I tell you that the second poem was written by a 
professional poet well-known in his day, while the first is 
by an anonymous Lancashire ballad writer, you may be still 
more convinced that B is the better poem. 

But you will be quite wrong. I bcHeve any experienced 
judge of poetry would agree with me that A is in a higher 
class altogether than B, as far as two poems so different in 
style can be compared (they are easy to compare in another 
way, because they both have the same subject — the death 
of a loved person). I’ll tell you why I think A is better. It 
has none of the things we normally associate with poetry, I 
admit: no rhyme or fixed metre, no simile or epithets, not 
a single metaphor. But it has what is more important than 
all these — a most passionate feeling, which creates poetry out 
of the simple words, the prosaic expressions it uses. Notice 
the tragic irony of the story it tells. First, Micky Thumps 
invites the writer to his wake (holiday party) : then Micky 
Thumps’ brother invites him to the house, because Micky 
has fallen ill: then Micky invites him to his own funeral. 
Notice how effectively the refrain is used; how th^ under- 
statement of ‘I thought a bit, I said I didn’t mind. So I went’ 
throws into relief the mounting tragic excitement of the 
poem. And then, in the last four lines, how vivid and vio- 
lent and real is the little scene at the funeral ! The savage 
phrase, T scraped my eyes out,’ tells us more than whole 
books could about the writer’s passionate grief for his old 
friend Micky Thumps. This poem is a true ballad, a story 
whose dry bones are brought to fife by the strength of the 
writer’s emotion. 

Poem B is graceful, charming and musical; but it does 
not move me at all, while the first poem does : there is some- 
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thing shallow and false about the feeling in it. At a first 
reading, the poet’s fancy that the dead child is not really 
dead, but is only ‘playing at being dead,’ may seem to you 
rather a pretty one. But, when we think a bit more, we 
find it’s not at all satisfactory. Why not ? Because it isn’t 
true. For me, at any rate, the whole poem is falsified by the 
fact that the child is dead and the poet is playing a sort of 
make-believe game with it. Death is such a big thing that 
it makes any pretence look rather silly. So fancies Hke ‘you 
were only playing’ and ‘surely you were peeping’ and ‘left 
you to your game’ don’t seem to ring true. These criticisms 
could be summed up by saying that the poem is ‘senti- 
mental.’ Sentimentality is sentiment (or feeling) which has 
somehov^ gone bad: when feeUng goes bad, it turns either 
sour or over-sweet: the feeling in this poem is, to my taste, 
over-sweet. 


How to judge a poem 

Sentijjentahty is one of the first things to watch out for, 
when ^u are criticizing a poem. Tliis is because, as I’ve 
said before, the first test of a poem is whether it thrills you: 
and, until we have developed a keen sense of taste, we are 
likely to be thrilled just as much (or more) by the senti- 
mental as by true sentiment. This applies to music, novels, 
painting, the cinema, too. Up to a point, even the young 
reader can distinguish for hims^ between true and false 
feeling. It’s a matter of asking yourself, when the first 
excitement of a new poem has passed, ‘Does the poem really 
ring true ? Is the feeling in it genuine, or has it been faked 
up ?’ But there’s not the least need to be ashamed of enjoymg 
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poetry which older people tell you is sentimental or second- 
rate. The great thing is to enjoy some poetry: you will then 
be interested enough to 'go on and read more; and the more 
you read, the fhore you will develop a sort of instinct for 
telling the difference between first-rate and second-rate,^ 
between deep feeling and shallow sentiment. 

You can also start very young to criticize the technique of 
poems. Epithets are perhaps the easiest things to begin with. 
Look at the epithets in poem B on page 100 : ‘Little,’ ‘childish,’ 
‘flower-strewn,’ ‘sweet.’ As used in that poem, they’re not 
very vivid or exciting, are they? They don’t really add 
much to the force of the nouns they qualify : 'childish feet,’ 
'sweet heap of roses’ — ^well of course roses are sweet, of 
course a child’s feet are childish. These epithets aren’t pulling 
their weight; they’re just filling up gaps in the metre. How 
different from 'streaming London’s central roar,’ where the 
epithets really make the picture, filhng our ears and eyes 
with the noisy movement of traffic. It is the same with 
similes, metaphors, and the word-pictures we call images. 
When D. H. Lawrence writes of the bat flying at evening, 

A twitch, a twitter, an elastic shudder in flight 
And serrated wings against the sky, 

Like a glove, a black glove thrown up at the light 
And falling back . . . 

we feel we have seen the creature with our own eyes — or 
rather, with eyes and imagination far sharper than our own. 
Remember, too, in criticizing the metaphors or images of 
a poem, it is not enough that they should be brilliant and 
exciting in themselves; they must also pull their weight by 
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contributing something to the poem’s theme, to its meaning 
as a whole. 

Then there is the sound of a poem. You remember the 
second stanza of that passage from ‘In Membriam’ i — 

Unloved, the sunflower, sliining fair, 

Ray round with flames her disk of seed, 

And many a rose-carnation feed 
With summer spice the humming air. 

Say it aloud. It’s like eating a spicy plum cake. How does 
Tennyson get this extraordinary richness of sound into it ? 
Chiefly by the repetition of certain vowel sounds — the lih 
sound in unloved, sunflower, summer, humming, and the 
broad a of vay, fl^zmes, camotion, together with certain con- 
sonants, particularly the d’s in unlove^/, rounz/, disk, seed, 
‘ feed, and the m’s in flames, many, summer, humming. And 
all this rich fruitiness of sound is there for a purpose--to 
increase our sense of the richness and profusion of the 
summer flowers he is describing. 

Again, you can criticize a poem’s metre and rhythms. 
Discover first what the basic metre is — ^how many beats 
there are in each line: then, reading it aloud, notice what 
variations the poet has made on this basic metre; how he 
has quickened the pace of a line here, or slowed it down 
there; and ask yourself why he has done it. Is the rhythm 
varied, or monotonous? Does the poem run smoothly? 
Too smoothly? Heavily? Jerkily? Do some of the com- 
binations of consonant sounds tie your tongue into knots ? 
Does the end of a line too often coincide with the end of a 
phrase, or has the poet achieved variety by frequently run- 
ning the sentences over from one line and ending them in 
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the middle of the next one? Just as a good mechanic can 
tell, from the sound and rhythm of an engine, whether it is 
running properly, so can you with the sound and rhythm 
of a poem. And if it doesn’t run sweetly, you can train 
yourself to look into its workings and find out what’s 
wrong. 
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HOW TO ENJOY IT 

N early all poetry gains from being read aloud. 

Rhythm, rhyme and repetition are conveyed more 
easily through the ear than through the eye; and therefore 
both the reader-aloud and the listener have an advantage 
over the person who is only reading a poem, with his eyes, 
to himself. The art of verse-speaking is a difficult one. A 
good voice is not enough in itself, any more than it is for a 
singer: the voice must be trained to express fine shades of 
meaning, to interpret — by changes of pace and tone and 
volume — the heart of the poem. But, if you have a genuine 
feeling for poetry, you can go some way towards teaching 
yourself how to speak it. Here are some hints on what to do 
and what not to do when you are speaking poetry. 

I. Choose a poem wliich interests you and moves you. 
Sympathy between yourself and the poem is essential. 

2. Don’t try to make the poem sound dramatic unless it is 
a dramatic poem. Remember, you are a sort of musical 
instrument on which the poem is being played. So let the 
poem speak through you, and don’t use it just as an oppor- 
tunity for showing off your beautiful voice ! 

3. With lyric and contemplative poems, avoid like the 
plague any oVer-emphasis. Particularly, avoid emphasizing 
words just for the sake of variety, or because there happens 
to be a metrical stress on them. But avoiding over-emphasis 
and dramatization does not mean making the poem colour- 
less. The chief way of bringing out the colour in a poem 
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is to follow very carefully its rhythms and its changes of 
mood. 

4. Follow the rhythms, and let the metre look after 
itself. For instance, the metre of these lines is — 

To travel like a bird, lightly to view 

Deserts where stone gods founder in the sand . . . 

But if you read it like that, it will make ugly nonsense. 
How would you say it in the ordinary rhythm of speech ? — 

To travel like a bird, lightly to view 

D&erts where stone gods foiinder in the sand . . . 

Read it thus, and at once you get rid of the mechanical 
te-tumpty-tumpty-tumpty~tum which makes a poem sound 
like a wheezing old barrel-organ. I know that the quickest 
way to learn a poem is to use the tumpty-tum method; 
but, if you speak it that way, you deserve to have rotten 
eggs thrown at you. 

5. Monotony and colourlessness are also avoided by 
attack, ‘Attack’ means speaking the words crisply and 
decisively, particularly the initial consonants of words. If 
you don’t hit the beginning of a word hard, it won’t be 
properly audible. For the same reason, don’t let your voice 
fade away at the ends of words and phrases, and don’t let it 
drop at the end of every line or sentence. 

6. Make a slight pause at the end of every line; even if 
there is no stop there. The object of this is to tell the listener, 
who hasn’t the written words in front of liim, that the end 
of a line has been reached and thus convey to him the form 
of the poem. The sense may run straight on into the next 
line: but, unless you make this slight pause (it can often be 
done simply by lengthening the vowel-sound of the last 
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syllable in the line), the poem’s pattern becomes confused 
to the ear. 

7. Tone and tempo. The tones of your voice should 
reflect the changing moods of a poem. But they will only 
do so if you yourself are sensitive to the poem — if you 
have felt its mysteriousness, its joy and its sadness. The 
tempo, or speed, at which you speak each line of a poem 
depends partly upon its rhythms, partly on its sense. In a 
ballad or dramatic poem, you can change speed more often 
aind more abruptly than in a lyric or contemplative one. 
But, when in doubt, let the rhythm be your guide. 

8. Above all, speak simply and naturally. Don’t put on 
an artificial voice: and don’t speak the poem in a soulful 
monotone — unless you want to sound Hke a sick cow. But 
try to make your voice more flexible, using high notes and 
low, just as you do when talking to friends. 

Choral Speaking 

Verse-speaking in chorus, or ‘choral speaking’ as it is called, 
is one of the very best ways to enjoy poetry. It is as exciting 
as singing in a choir or playing in an orchestra; and it is 
grand to Hsten to. I have judged choirs at verse-speaking 
competitions — some of them came from schools — which 
made me feel the music of certain poems more keenly than 
I had ever felt it before. By ‘music’ here, I mean not only 
the musical sound of the words, but the rhythm and balance 
of the lines, and the way the ideas in the poem are developed 
hke themes in music. Choral speaking has one obvious 
advantage over solo speaking: it offers greater variety. 
You can ‘set’ a poem for choral speaking so that some 
passages are spoken by the whole choir, others by a few 
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voices or a single voice: and, in doing so, you bring out 
more clearly the meaning of the poem as a whole. 

Turn back to the poem printed on pages 99-100 (ballads 
or narrative poems, like this one, offer the best opportunity 
for dramatic choral speaking, though choirs can give beauti- 
ful renderings of lyric and contemplative verse provided 
they do not play too many tricks with it). You will decide, 
perhaps, that the opening three lines of the poem should be 
spoken by three voices all together, the fourth line by a 
single voice, and the last four lines (the refrain) by the whole 
choir. You may keep this pattern throughout the first three 
stanzas; or you may alter it, say, by having each line of the 
refrain spoken by a separate voice in stanza three, the voices 
echoing each other. No doubt you would use full choir to 
bring the poem to a strong climax in lines one to three of 
the last stanza, returning perhaps to a single voice for the 
last line of all. There’s no better way of getting to under- 
stand the pattern of a poem than trying to arrange it for 
choral speaking. 

I am not attempting to tell you how to train a verse- 
speaking choir, for this is a difficult, highly specialized job, 
which should only be undertaken by some one who has 
himself gone through the training. 

A word in your ear 

Boys and girls often ask me (particularly when their 
teachers are present) if I don’t think it a bad thing for them 
to be compelled to learn poetry by heart in school. The 
answer is — ^Yes, and No. If you’ve got into the way of 
thinking that poetry is stupid stuff, or useless, or beneath 
your dignity, then you certainly won’t get much out of 
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learning it by heart. But remember that it is a good thing 
to train your memory, and learning a poem is at least a 
much pleasanter way of training it than learning, say, 
twenty lines out of the telephone directory. What is more 
important, to learn poetry is to learn a respect for words; 
and without this respect for words, you will never be able 
to think clearly or express yourself properly: and until you 
can do that, you’ll never fully grow up — not though you 
live to be a hundred. A third good reason for learning 
poetry by heart is that, by doing so, you are sowing a 
harvest in yourself. It may seem to you at the time a dull, 
laborious business, with nothing to show foi^ it: but, as 
you get a bit older, you’ll find passages of poetry you learnt 
at school, and thought you had forgotten, thrusting up out 
of your memory, making life happier and more interesting. 

Many of you, however, don’t need any persuasion to 
learn poetry and aren’t in the least ashamed of liking it (to be 
ashamed of liking poetry is just as absurd as to be ashamed of 
liking ice-creams: and to be proud of noHiking it — well, 
you might as well be p/oud of not knowing how to ride a 
bicycle). For the lucky ones who do like it, there are plenty 
of good poetry books in which they can find every kind of 
poem by every kind of poet. The best book of all, for your 
age, is — think — ^Walter de laMare’s ‘Come Hither.’ But no 
printed book is quite as good as the one you make up for 
yourself. So get some one to give you a smart-looking 
manuscript book, and copy into it poems or lines of 
poetry that take your fancy: if you can draw, you’ll make 
your book even nicer by doing coloured decorations for 
each poem, or pictures illustrating the themes of the poems. 

Perhaps you’ll write some poems yourself to put into 
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your'book.^ Nobody can teach you to write poetry: but 
here are one 6r two hints you may find useful. Use simple 
metres and short lines — the ballad metre is a good one to 
stiTt with — and don’t worry too much about the rhymes: 

. rhymes are difficult to handle at first, and the need for finding 
a rhyme is apt to prevent you from saying what you want 
to say: better a bad rhyme, or no rhyme, than a word which 
rhymes perfectly but makes the line sound silly. Secondly, 
don’t be afraid of using words — new words, old words, 
curious words, long words, ordinary words, words whose 
meaning you don’t quite understand, words that seem to be 
‘un-poetical’ : always be looking for more words to use: 
every poem should be an experiment in words; and every 
poem should flaunt words as proudly as a peacock flaunts its 
tail. Thirdly, write about things because they interest and 
touch you, not because they seem to you typical subjects 
for poetry. A street accident, a pet rabbit, a Spitfire, a good 
dinner, a visit to the seaside or the dentist — whatever shocks, 
pleases, frightens or excites you is material for poetry. 

Describe it in rhythmical words, compare it with other 
things that thrill you, try to say what you yourself /ee/ about 
it — and you’ll be on the way to writing a poem. 

Now my bookis finished. Ihavecalledit ‘Poetry for You,’ 
since this is what I’ve tried to do — to show you that poetry 
is something meant for you to enjoy, not a weird form of 
activity appealing only to grovm-ups or eccentrics. I expect 
there may be things in the book which have puzzled you, or 

^ If you are interested to see the kind of poetry which famous men and 
women wrote when they were very young, you will find a great number of 
examples in Chapters 34 and 35 of Early One Morning, by Walter de la Mare. 
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which you don’t agree with. If your parents or teachers 
can’t explain them, write to me (c/o the pubHsher) and ask 
me about them. This book is for you, and I want it to 
be as good as possible: so, if I get some interesting questions 
from my readers. I’ll ask my pubHsher to let me write an 
extra chapter, answering them, to be included in the next 
edition of the book. 
















